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1 Rebirth
*********

It’s strange the things you remember when you’re faced with your own
death.

   ATTRIBUTE UNLOCKED: CURIOSITY.

   The things that you thought were so important don’t seem to matter at
all. The things you expected would stay with you don’t even come to
mind.

   He didn’t remember his wedding day. Nor the day he lost his wife.

   What he did recall was standing and looking through a pane of glass
of a shop at a small metal car. A toy that he wanted. His mother tried
to pull him away, but he was insistent.

   He hadn’t received any present that day, not that it was particularly
surprising, they had so little.

   Yet, come the time of snow and ice, when stomachs went empty and
neighbours fell ill and died... His mother presented him with one last
little gift.

   He had treasured that toy car.

   ATTRIBUTE UNLOCKED: WEALTH.

   A last happy memory before his mother’s slow decent into both death,
and her own madness. That was a memory he wished he could forget. Even
now, bleeding out on the ground, he could still remember her soft and
gentle face distorting into anger and rage. Remember her slashing at him
with the knife.

   ATTRIBUTE UNLOCKED: DETERMINATION.

   He breathed his last.

   COMMENCING: REBIRTH.



                                 — — —


   He gasped, his lungs filling with air.

   COMMENCING: INITIALISATION.

   He was wracked with pain as he tried to breathe. Like his ribs were
cracked and broken. Holding himself, it certainly felt like they were.
Which didn’t make much sense, considering... He’d been stabbed. Not
kicked.

   He’d been stabbed.

   ANALYSIS: PRIOR MEMORIES INTACT.

   COMMENCING: WELCOME PROGRAM.

   INDICATE: WELCOME, COMMANDER.

   He paused, trying to get his bearings. He could hear something
mumbling away in the background, but it didn’t feel... Real. None of
this did. It felt almost like a dream. A lucid dream.

   He was sitting in a room he didn’t recognise, on a rough wooden seat.
He was at the head of a table, and he wasn’t the only one sitting by it.
There were six other people, all of them staring at him, as if waiting
for an answer.

   If this was a dream, then he’d be able to know why. An instinct.

   SKILL SELECTION: INTUITION. TWO POINTS REMAINING.

   They wanted something from him. A choice. He was at the head of the
table. Right now, it didn’t matter that he could remember dying. In the
here and now, he was in command, and that meant he could demand that
they explain, without fear of retaliation.

   “Explain it again.”

   The one closest to him, a woman, he thought, faceplanted into the
table, “Idiot! Idiot! Idiot!”

   The one across from her, a man with a truly impressive beard, thumped
a fist on the table, and then spoke with a surprisingly lyrical voice,
“Calm down, Rose. The Commander has always been like this. Our fault for
using too many words.”

   The woman glared, “Fine, you explain it.”

   “There’s a bloody great big dragon attacking the city’s warehouses at
night. Needs to be dealt with.”

   Dragon.

   What kind of screwed up dream was he having? Some adolescent fantasy
about being a hero in a world with magic and dragons and demons and
whatever else he could conjure up out of nowhere?

   SKILL SELECTION: MAGIC. SUMMONING. ONE POINT REMAINING.

   “What do you expect me to do about it?” He said tiredly, “I’m not a
dragonslayer.”

   At least, he didn’t think he was a dragonslayer. That wouldn’t make
sense. He was at the head of the table. He must be some sort of
administrator. Maybe he was having a bad dream about being a tax
auditor?

   SKILL SELECTION: FAILURE. CATEGORISATION NOT FOUND. ONE POINT STILL
REMAINING.

   Rose yelled into her hands with frustration, and then glared up at
him, “Dragonslayers are too expensive to hire. The salt mines are at the
lowest output they’ve ever been. We can’t hire anyone to deal with
this.”

   He wish he knew what to say to her. It kind of hurt to have such a
cute girl hating him in his own dream.

   SKILL SELECTION: CHARISMA.

   INDICATE: SKILL SELECTION COMPLETE.

   INDICATE: FINAL TASK OUTSTANDING BEFORE INITIALISATION COMPLETE -
CLASS SELECTION.

   “Rose.” He said gently.

   The woman took a deep breath, and looked him in the eye. For the
first time, he realised that they were blood red, as was her hair. She
didn’t just look cute. She was more than that. She was actually
gorgeous.

   Her face softened, “Sorry. I don’t have an answer either. Just
surprised that you didn’t. Dragon-sized problems.”

   His heart thudded, and he looked away from her, “You said it only
attacks at night?”

   The bearded man with the musical voice nodded. “That’s right,
Commander.”

   “Anything weird in that?”

   The man shook his head, “Not really. Dragons don’t like archers.
Pouring out fire at night tends to work better at wrecking night vision.
They’re intelligent creatures, if destructive.”

   He sighed and tapped his fingers on the table. May as well go all in
on the dream. He didn’t seem to be waking up anytime soon. “Which
warehouses? Salt?”

   “Gold.” Rose said as if it were obvious. So dragons in this dream
liked to hoarde gold, too. Probably meant that they were fairly cliche.
In which case defeating them was ridiculously difficult, requiring a
perfect shot by an archer into the heart.

   The six around the table might be fantasy cliches, too. The bearded
man seemed squat. He couldn’t tell without looking under the table, but
he might be a dwarf. Rose, on the other hand... He didn’t know what she
was. Probably not quite human. A half-human of some kind?

   One of those who hadn’t spoken yet was definitely an elf. Too
androgynous to tell if male or female. Blonde, blue-eyed, and wearing
bright green. Flawless white skin.

   “Did you take a look last night?”

   The elf jerked in surprise, “Me, Commander? I... Guess. Mostly hid
inside my house, but I took a peek. Why?”

   “Elf eyes.” He shrugged, “You might have seen something. A weak spot
that the archers need to look for.”

   The woman shook her head, and Rose sighed, “Commander. You know
Taylor is a coward. Just because she’s cute doesn’t mean you need to
talk to her every time you get an excuse.”

   So the elf was a girl. And Rose was jealous of her. Did that mean he
had a relationship with Rose? Or was she the kind of woman who disliked
having women around her altogether?

   The other three were easier to guess. All women.

   One was very clearly a witch. Black pointed hat, and stare to boil
your brains behind your eyes. Cute, though. Even if she did still have a
wart on her face. Did that mean she was human with magic, or were
witches a different species in this dream?

   “Any help from your end?”

   The witch scoffed, “I detected it. It’s your job to deal with it.
Commander.”

   She spoke his apparent title with more scorn than he’d ever heard
from anyone in his life before. Did she hate him? Well, that ruined the
idea of this being an adolescent dream.

   Rose whispered to him, “You know Alice hates you. Why are you picking
a fight?”

   He didn’t think he was trying to pick a fight. But apparently talking
to her at all was. She must really, really hate the fact he existed. So
why was she at the table at all, then? Was this some kind of city
council? Board of directors?

   Only two more. “Anything to add?”

   One of them stuttered nervously, the wings on her back showing the
same disposition. A shy angel, or something like it. That wasn’t
something he thought he would have come up on his own, but who knows the
depths to which their subconscious was willing to sink?

   “I... I... I... I th...”

   “Spit it out, April!” Rose yelled.

   The angel’s head dropped and her knees came up. Her wings wrapped
around her and she seemed to disappear into a ball of feathers. He
blinked, not having a damn clue what he was supposed to do about that.

   The last woman laughed, “Oh, Rose. You never disappoint. To answer
your question, Commander, my thought is that I will run and hide if a
creature of flames appears. I am not useful here, and none of you are
worth my life.”

   Her hair was long and white, and her eyes were a crystal blue that
reminded him of the ice sticking here and there to her skin. She was
probably a Snow Woman of some kind. Made sense to fear evaporating.

   “Thanks...”

   The woman glared at him, “I’ve been here for ten years. And you still
forget my name. Commander. So... Disappointing. Haven’t I done enough to
hold your attention?”

   Rose jumped onto the table, “Shut. Up.”

   The snow woman laughed softly, “As you wish, demon.”

   He looked up at Rose, trying not to linger on the view in case this
wasn’t that kind of a dream. “You can tolerate fire, right, Rose?”

   She turned to him, and then dropped onto the table cross-legged,
“Yeah. And?”

   “You could take a look for us, at the next attack. See if there’s a
weakness to target.” He shrugged, “That’s our best hope. Being able to
know how to bring the dragon down. Unless you want to move the warehouse
district underground.”

   “Now, that’s an idea!” The dwarf said excitedly, “We could bury it.
Dig tunnels to it. So deep that the dragon won’t even try and attack.”

   “Dragons tear down mountains for gold.” Rose sneered, “Get over your
rock fetish, Agate.”

   He tried not to be obvious as he looked at the dwarf again. Agate
wasn’t exactly a manly sort of name, even though it was the name of a
rock. Could... Was the dwarf not the only other man at the table? Were
they a girl dwarf? Was there a taboo about noticing that in this dream
world?

   “Rose.” He pulled her attention, “What do you think?”

   The girl blew her cheeks out, thinking, “I don’t think it’ll work. If
we lose another few tonnes of gold, we won’t be able to pay our fees and
workers. There’ll be a revolt.”

   Was... Was the demon girl an accountant? She had been talking like...
A business secretary. She seemed to understand the ongoing operations of
the business better than anyone else.

   This was totally a nightmare from doing his taxes.

   INDICATE: FINAL TASK OUTSTANDING BEFORE INITIALISATION COMPLETE -
CLASS SELECTION.

   He had no idea what that voice was, but nobody else seemed to be
paying it any mind. It had responded to thoughts he’d had before. Like
that random gibberish about summoning earlier. Seemed it wanted him to
do something.

   Class selection.

   Well, he was obviously upper class. Or at least, middle class. He was
part of a group of people operating a salt mining business. Apparently
he usually had literal tonnes of gold at his disposal, if not actually
disposable income.

   INDICATE: A CHARACTER CLASS IS A FUNDAMENTAL PART OF IDENTITY. A
CHARACTER’S CAPABILITIES, STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES ARE LARGELY DEFINED
BY ITS CLASS.

   So the voice really did pick up on his thoughts then. It sounded like
this was some kind of fantasy game, which made some sense. Maybe he was
in some sort of tutorial or character creation? When he woke up, he
needed to see a therapist.

   CLASS SELECTION: PSYCHIC.

   INDICATE: INITIALISATION COMPLETE.

   INDICATE: ENABLING CLASS ABILITIES.

   He was swamped with buzzing noises. It wasn’t painful, but it was
suddenly irritating. Like a hundred people chattering away, but in the
background where he couldn’t quite make out what they were saying
without concentrating.

   He tried to refocus himself. Rose was sitting in front of him, so he
focused on her and as he did, she seemed to change. A pink hue
surrounded her, and he heard a quiet sort of panting. If he couldn’t see
her face, he would have said she would be drooling.

   INDICATE: PSYCHICS HAVE THE ABILITY TO SEE THE HIDDEN DESIRES OF
VARIOUS CHARACTERS, WITHIN THE RIGHT ENVIRONMENT.

   He looked down nervously. Apparently he was staring at her private
thoughts. He didn’t understand what they were, but that was probably the
kind of thing that was off limits. Maybe even illegal, if people like
that existed here.

   Rose coughed, “Uh... What’s wrong, Commander?”

   “Just thinking.” He said quickly.

   The woman laughed, “Don’t hurt yourself.”

   He really didn’t know how to solve the current problem. He hadn’t a
clue about fighting dragons, and if one more hit was going to bring them
down... “Division.”

   The table seemed to snap to attention and he looked up at all of them
as Rose re-took her seat to his side. “I don’t know how to stop a
dragon. But right now we’re interesting because it can fly off with
tonnes of gold after a single attack. We have to have a bunch of other
properties, right? Spread the gold out. We’ll probably lose some due to
corruption or theft, but less than if the dragon hits us again.”

   “The worker townhouses.” Agate nodded, the dwarf thinking. “I could
whip up some safes easy enough. Distributing them will be the difficult
part.”

   “Taylor and Alice.” Rose nodded, “I’ll help too. The three of us are
the strongest. We can haul full safes around the town. It’ll at least
give us a breather and space to try and come up with a better solution.”

   He stood up, “Get it done.”

   The meeting immediately ended, and everyone except the witch took it
as a symbol to file out of the room. Alice, however, wandered over to a
window, obviously waiting for him to approach and speak to her...
Outside of the ear reach of the others.

   He waited until the doors closed and walked over to her, “Yes?”

   The witch sighed heavily, “You are a terrible person, Commander.”

   “I suppose.” He agreed. This was his dream. Coming up with this
convoluted exercise was the mark of a truly despicable persona.

   “You forgot our names again.”

   He took a deep breath in, “I won’t forget them again. Alice.”

   The witch smiled slowly, “The snow woman’s name is Erica. You saved
her life when a village attempted to burn her out. Used her up as a
power source. Similar stories for all of us. We’re here, because we owe
you. Yet, you don’t remember it. Such a womaniser.”

   He had the sense to blush. What did his character even do? Run around
the countryside saving exclusively women? What kind of fucked up way of
living was that?

   “I dare do all that becomes a man. Who dares less, is none.” The
quote didn’t quite fit, but he didn’t actually know what to say.

   “Do you think we can stop the dragon?”

   “No idea.” He shrugged, “Actually... I might need to see a doctor.”

   Her face changed to one of concern, and she held up a hand, a green
disk of light spinning into existence, covered in strange writing he
didn’t understand. The witch glared at him slowly, and then lowered her
hand. She didn’t seem like she was about to hit him.

   “Uh... Did you like... Scan me?”

   The witch rolled her eyes, “Yes. I did like scan you. Specifically,
your memories. This isn’t the first time you’ve suffered catastrophic
memory loss... But it has never been this bad before. You don’t even
remember walking into the meeting. All you remember is your death.”

   He felt his mouth run dry, “You know about that?”

   “Everyone does.” The witch smiled in amusement at him, “This is the
afterlife. We all died to get here. Died and reincarnated into things we
never believed even existed. I was a good Catholic in my last life. Can
you imagine how much I hated being made into a witch?”

   So witches were a new species here, then. Probably. At least born
that way. So he probably wasn’t going to be able to become an amazing
mage or something like that. Though, there was the summoning thing. Was
he a magic user?

   “That... Sounds difficult.” He said slowly, “Sorry to be selfish...
But I’ve lost my memories before? How?”

   “Side effect of how you ended up here.” Alice explained, “Most people
die, and then they’re done. With you, the doctors managed to revive you.
After your soul had passed on. Ripped you right out of this world and
into the last, but only for a moment. It... For want of a better word...
Corrupted you. Every now and then the system has to reset you.”

   He nodded slowly, “So... You can hear a voice, sometimes?”

   Alice shrugged, “The SYSTEM. Think of it as... A narrator. A way for
you to interact with the God you never believed in before you ended up
here. Did you go through initialisation again?”

   “I think so.” He frowned, wondering how she had managed to pronounce
the word the way she had. “If I’ve done it before, does that mean I
usually choose the same traits?”

   “No.” Alice shook her head, “It’s... Confusing. For a newcomer. I
became a witch because one of my first thoughts was... Oh fuck, this is
magic.”

   He laughed softly, “The good Catholic girl.”

   She punched him lightly in the shoulder, “Shut up, Commander.”

   “Commander. I don’t remember my name.” He said curiously, wondering
why he wasn’t upset that he couldn’t remember it. Surely a name... It
was a piece of your identity. A piece of who you are.

   “No one knows it.” Alice shook her head, “Like I said, you’ve
forgotten everything before. Which brings me to a few things you really
need to know. The rest you’ll have to pick up as you go along. I’ll warn
the others... But... These are important.”

   “Something to do with how I’m working with six women at a salt mining
business?”

   Alice laughed softly, “There is that. You might have noticed that
Rose is... Possessive of you. If you’re not a complete idiot.”

   “Yeah.” He nodded, “Turned pink when I watched her. Like a smog
cloud.”

   “Psychic.” Alice said in surprise, “Well, you’ve never been that
class before. Not sure I like the idea you can read my thoughts. Rose
is... You summoned her. She’s not a demon, but a demidemon. Half human.
Summoning her was more than slightly illegal, because she has human
rights.”

   He felt the blood drain from his face, “Oh. That sounds bad.”

   “You did it to help her escape a slave trader.” Alice shrugged,
“Technically her human half belongs to some asshole out there. But the
summoning contract takes precedence. So she is almost free, but under
your control. You order her, and she has to obey or go back to being a
slave.”

   “I am going to have to be careful what I say.” He said quickly.

   Alice nodded, “True. But here we come to the awkward part. Rose is
your ex-girlfriend, as well. It was just the two of you for a few years.
Wandering around, doing odd jobs in tiny villages.”

   “Ex?” He said hesitantly, not really wanting to find out.

   “Ex.” Alice nodded, “You dumped her. Not the other way around. She
has never quite forgiven you, nor given up.”

   “I didn’t cheat on her, did I?” He said hopefully.

   The witch grinned at him, “Of course you did. You forgot her. Woke up
one morning and snuck out of the house to run around and play adventurer
again.”

   “Oh, shit.” He swore.

   Alice laughed and shook her head, “Don’t worry. You ended up with
something that didn’t last. You didn’t date the rest of us. Just Rose
and April.”

   “The angel.” He took a deep breath, “I dated her? No wonder Rose
lashed out at her.”

   “Not quite. April is a demiangel. Seems you have a thing for the
hybrid girls.” Alice teased him. “I wonder how far that monster girl
fetish went in your past life?”

   He thought about his browser history briefly, but hopefully none of
that had an impact in this life. Probably not. Hopefully.

   “Meeting an angel must be something for a Catholic.” He offered.

   Alice glared at him, “Not really. This world is nothing like the one
I grew up in. Angels aren’t some servant of God. They’re holy beings,
sure... But angels in that world and this one don’t seem to have
anything in common. For one, they can have kids here. Like April.”

   He sighed heavily, “How did I end up back with Rose around if I dated
a demiangel?”

   “Oh, that’s simple.” Alice smiled, “Rose caught up with you maybe six
months after you abandoned her. The two of you had saved me, and I was
able to figure out what is wrong with you. The corruption. We decided
it’d be best if you settled down somewhere, to make it easier to deal
with these episodes whenever they came up.”

   He looked out at the window, at what looked like a town from the
industrial revolution. Everything covered in ash and smoke, and a
strange mix between thatch roofs and new tiled ones. A town in
technological transition.

   “So we came here.”

   “Founded it, actually.” Alice replied, “You found the salt deposits
when you killed a nest of salamanders. Didn’t take long for the industry
to spring up around it.”

   He smiled softly, “So I’m not totally useless, then.”

   “You’ve been reinitialised.” Alice cautioned him, “You’re a psychic
this time, not a fighter. Stick to politics and administration.”

   “You were telling me about April.”

   Alice nodded, “Well. Here’s the bit I’ve been waiting to give you.
Your face is going to be priceless. April isn’t your ex.”

   He felt his throat catch.

   The witch burst out laughing and grinned, “There! The perfect attack.
I adore making you look that terrified. Makes all the crap you put me
through worth it.”

   “If you hate me... Why are you helping me?”

   Alice’s face fell, “Oh, you stupid... I don’t hate you, Commander.
Hating you would be easier. I’m not just here because of a life debt.
I’ve repaid that a thousand times over.”

   INDICATE: ALICE HAS SAVED THE COMMANDER 736 TIMES.

   “Don’t exaggerate.” He said quickly.

   INDICATE: THE COMMANDER HAS SAVED ALICE 3 TIMES.

   Well, he regretted pointing it out, now.

   Alice smiled and touched his face briefly, before turning and
beginning to walk away. “I’ll prepare a few presents for tonight. To try
and distract our problem if we need to. You should find April. Tell her
what’s happened.”

   He didn’t have a clue where to begin to search for her.



                                 — — —


   It wasn’t as hard to find April as he’d expected. The first person he
stopped to talk to both knew who she was, and who he was. They saluted
and pointed him vaguely in a direction he had seen her flying.

   A few more of the same responses, and he was convinced that Alice had
been telling the truth when she told him that he was the town’s founder.
The people seemed to respect him, if not entirely like him.

   Though, if he really was the founder, why was he wandering around
what amounted to a medieval city without any kind of protection? Alice
had made it sound like psychics didn’t have much ability if someone
tried to get rid of him.

   INDICATE: PSYCHICS ARE KNOWN TO BE PROFOUNDLY WEAK WHEN IT COMES TO
PHYSICAL CONTEST.

   Well, that made things absolutely clear. How about if the voice in
his head actually answered the question he was interested in instead of
spouting random trivia?

   He waited for a moment.

   He sighed and continued walking, finally spotting April standing
outside a small house, lowering a safe in both her arms. He saw the
ground shake as she dropped it the last inch. So demiangels were
disturbingly strong, physically. That didn’t sound complicated at all.

   “Hey!” He yelled with a wave, catching her attention as her wings
started to spread. He didn’t want to have to chase her down again.

   She started nervously, and almost went into a ball again. She stopped
when she saw it was him, and gave a small grin.

   He walked over slowly, “Uh... I think we need to have a talk. April.”

   She stared at him and shrugged, “I... Guess? What’s wrong? What did I
do?”

   “Nothing.” He tried to reassure the woman, “I... I’ve just had a talk
with Alice. I’ve... Forgotten things. Again, apparently.”

   April’s bottom lip started to quiver, “You forgot me?”

   “Everything except my death.” He said and looked down so he wouldn’t
have to see her cry.

   She grabbed him in a hug, and he felt strangely comforted as her
wings joined in on cocooning him. He put his arms around her, feeling
how right it was. It didn’t feel odd, or awkward. Not like she was a
stranger.

   “You’re... Mine. Aren’t you?”

   April stared up at him in surprise, “You remembered that?”

   “No.” He shook his head, “Alice said. But... This feels nice.
Wouldn’t surprise me if it were true.”

   The girl took a deep breath, and nodded, “You chose me. We... We...
We... Broke up... Last time... You forgot.”

   He looked at her, and felt the buzz change pitch, hearing a flurry of
panicked words racing through her head. Mostly about the expectation
that he was about to dump her all over again, and worries that Rose
would get her claws into him.

   He smiled softly at the pink and purple hues exuding from her, “So
I’m not a total jerk then. I found a way to make it work, again. Last
time. Nice to know... But I’d rather not start from scratch again, this
time. I’d like to keep you.”

   She grinned broadly at him, blinking back tears. Which was when he
noticed that every single one of her teeth were canines. Which made him
feel sort of terrified of her. What did an angel eat?

   April took a deep breath, “Well... Where to start... Um... You saved
me. That’s how we met.”

   He held her gently, “Seems I have a habit of saving people. Please
tell me it isn’t exclusively women.”

   April punched him, “Womaniser.”

   Then she smiled broadly and shook her head, “Not only, no. But most
of the men have this weird idea that they need to die for you. So when a
fight happens... They don’t tend to survive. Just a thing you have.”

   “Die.” He took a deep breath, “Dying in the afterlife. Don’t think I
ever thought that would be an option.”

   “Your afterlife.” April said slowly, “Not me. I’m... I was born here.
In this world. Most demis are. Like Rose.”

   He stiffened, “I was wondering if you were going to bring her up.”

   “Mine.” April growled, and shook her head, “Rose calls herself my big
sister. We try and get along. Most of the time.”

   He nodded carefully, “You... Freak out easily, don’t you? Like in the
meeting?”

   “Sorry.” She said, and tears began running down her face and making
him feel like a total asshole. “I... I... You saved me. I was... A...
A... Slave.”

   He held her tighter, “Crap. Can’t imagine it. I don’t remember a
world where slavery was... Acceptable. It was in the background, but
everyone hated the trade.”

   April sniffed loudly, “You saved me. Broke the collar on my neck.
Broke the chains holding my wings shut.”

   He grinned, “Good.”

   “And then I killed them all.” April’s voice dropped an octave, and as
it did, her white wings flashed to a brilliant black. He was reminded
that in his world demons and angels were two sides of the same coin. And
apparently he had dated both in this world.

   “Demons and angels...”

   April looked up at him, smiling and her wings brightening. “Oh, don’t
worry about that. I’m not about to Fall. I don’t have a mean streak,
like Rose. I just... Got angry. That one time.”

   So angels could become demons, but it had to be a change in their
nature. He had to wonder what would happen if April went through a class
change, like he had. She might become truly terrifying.

   “We should go on a date.”

   April sucked in air, “Wh... What?”

   “I don’t remember you.” He said, resting his chin on her head, “So, I
guess I get to date you properly. And I should probably ask properly
too. What do people do for fun here? Can’t really take you to movie and
dinner, can I?”

   “There’s... The... The dragon.” She said quickly, “We don’t...
Have... Have... Time.”

   He smiled down at her, “Well. If you say so. But I promise that
afterwards we will. For now... Can I... Can I kiss you?”

   April stared at him wide-eyed. He already knew that he liked her. For
her, she didn’t need the dating angle. She already knew him, even if it
was a different version of him. He wanted to make sure she knew he
wanted to find a way to make this work.

   Her wings bent as she surrounded them so nobody could see them, and
she blushed furiously. “Well... If it’s you... But I don’t usually do
this. In public. Just for you.”

   He hadn’t expected that kind of morality to spring up. But he
supposed, this was a new place. Different countries had differing public
expectations, it made sense that a whole new world would.

   He bent down towards her, and saw her go up on her tippy toes.

   The kiss was small, and quick. Nervous like she was. But in that
brief moment he suddenly felt like he was home. He’d felt out of sorts
since all of this had begun. Feeling like a dream.

   This was the first thing that had felt real.

   He caught her wrist as she went to take off flying away, and pulled
her back to himself and planted another kiss on her face. He heard the
angry buzz of the crowds around them, and the pinkness as the woman in
his arms melted into him, giving in completely.

   He broke the kiss, “That’s so you don’t forget me.”

   April looked flustered, “I... I’m not the one with a memory problem!”

   “But you might let someone else steal you away.” The Commander
stated, “And I have no intention of ever letting that happen.”

   She smiled at him weakly, “Good. But... Um... I need to keep
working.”

   He scratched his head, “Yeah, I guess. I feel like I should be doing
something, too. Fairly useless at the moment.”

   “The Hunter’s Lodge.” April said quickly, “They assess beginners.
Help them understand the SYSTEM, and what their skills are. If you think
it’s a good idea.”

   “A great idea.” He smiled at her, “I’ll see you later?”

   She nodded and took off into the air before he could embarrass her
again. He wasn’t quite sure what to make of her. She was nervous, but
now and then confidence managed to creep through. And then there was her
rage. He better never make her angry at him.

   “You done, player?”

   He turned around in surprise, “Rose? I thought you were helping.”

   The demon walked by him, shoving him out of the way with her
shoulder, “I am. April delivers, I put it away. Come on, I want to
talk.”



                                 — — —


   Rose carried the safe under one arm, but despite that seemed to be
straining. He wouldn’t put it passed the demon to be trying to show off.
Like a kid carrying ten bags of groceries in to avoid a second trip.

   The demon placed it in a corner of the room, and then marked a chalk
outline around it. As she finished she snapped her fingers, causing a
blue spark to hit the circle, and flames to erupt around it.

   Probably to protect it from being stolen by whoever was actually
living here.

   Rose suddenly grabbed his chest, and leaned in close, inspecting his
face. She let out a long sigh, “So you don’t remember me. I didn’t want
to believe it.”

   “Sorry.”

   The woman shrugged and went down from her toes, but continued to hold
him by his shirt, her knuckles white. “We’ve... Been through a lot.
Commander. I used to think that we’d be together forever. But you chose
April. Do you have any idea how much that hurt?”

   “Because she’s a demiangel?”

   Rose nodded, “Idiot. But less of one, this time. It seems. She’s
everything I can’t be. Angels can Fall. Demons can’t ascend. It doesn’t
work that way. She’s this... Freaking stupid happy and hoppy little
thing. I’m not.”

   He crossed his arms and leaned against the wall, “I have a feeling
that we’ve had this conversation before. And that the only reason we’re
having it again is because you didn’t like my answer.”

   Rose’s cheeks brightened, and she looked down at the ground. “Damn
it. Now I’m the bad guy.”

   “Let me ask you a question.” He shrugged, “We broke up. A while ago.
Why are you still hanging around me? I have to figure that it’s not for
my scintillating personality and habit of forgetting who I am.”

   Rose shrugged, “We’re friends. We always have each other’s backs.
Always have.”

   “Then let’s not wreck that.” He smiled at her, “I know things with
you and April are always going to be... Difficult. I’m not expecting
that to change. But having you protecting my back isn’t something I’d
ever reject.”

   The woman brightened a little and looked up at him, “You’ve got no
idea who I am. Total stranger.”

   “Probably.” He shrugged, “But I know you’re willing to do what it
takes to protect me, and the others. Not sure about the town, to be
honest. But as much as you rage at the others, you like ’em.”

   “We’re family.” Rose said softly, and then glared at him, “So if you
break my sister’s heart again, I might just eat yours.”

   “So noted.”

   She smiled and walked passed him, “Come along, idiot. I’ll show you
to the Hunter’s Lodge.”

   He could see what he had liked in her. But for now, he still liked
April more. Seemed like a life with Rose would have been a life at war.
Thrilling, but exhausting. It wasn’t something he wanted.



                                 — — —


   Rose left him out the front of a large brickwork building. It stood
out like a sore thumb amidst the bluestone and thatchwork. It had to be
the most modern building he had seen yet. Maybe a bricklayer had finally
been reborn into the town.

   He walked inside, throwing open both wooden doors, and feeling
stupidly dramatic as he did it. He wasn’t sure why he had. Felt like it
might be a habit of his, or something like that.

   Inside he found utter chaos, but frozen. A warrior standing atop a
table with a axe raised to bring down and split someone’s skull. A mage
standing with a charged spell, frozen mid-laugh and about to unleash. A
woman standing on fire.

   All of them were staring at the man who had dared to enter so
dramatically. Except... Except as he listened to the voices in their
heads... They were all acting terrified of him. They all knew him.

   He walked through the crowd and up to a counter of some sort. Behind
it he saw something he was only vaguely familiar with thanks to the
glories of the Internet. A girl with cat ears. It was less cute and more
somewhat disturbing, in person.

   “Eh... Hi...”

   The girl squeaked, and stared at him, “Me, sir? I.. Uh... What can I
do for you Commander?”

   “Assessment.” He said slowly, wondering why everyone was still
staring at him in fear.

   The catgirl leaped over the counter easily, and waved a hand, “This
way, sir.”

   She moved him to a room next door, and he could hear the fighting
resuming. As if it had never even stopped. Made him wonder how many
people ended up losing their afterlife in their brawls.

   The room was plain, apart from a mirror against the wall.

   He frowned at the girl, “So... Do you know why I’m here?”

   The girl smiled weakly, “Of course. You had another lapse. Another
reboot. Though, usually you get Rose to take you through it. Guess she’s
busy.”

   “Or mad at me.” He smiled, thinking about how she’d dumped him on the
doorstep. “I am dating her sister.”

   “Rose has a sister?” The girl asked in confusion.

   He shrugged, “Like a sister. April.”

   “Riight.” The catgirl nodded, “Well, I’m Theresa. We’ve met a few
times, actually. You saved my life once, when I was just a kitten. Still
trying to work out what the fuck had happened when a bunch of
adventurers tried to jump me.”

   He sighed heavily, “Shit. I’m sorry to hear that.”

   “I’m fine. You murdered their asses.” She shrugged, “It happens. But
it was good of you to help.”

   “Are... Catgirls... Hated in this world?”

   Theresa looked over at him in surprise, “Oh wow. Serious memory loss.
Yeah. We’ve got a reputation for being submissive, and sex maniacs. A
real shit mix when an asshole comes along. And catgirl is a slur, just
so you know. Neko is preferred.”

   “Sorry.”

   She shrugged, “You forgot things. It happens. You’re not the only
person to hit some corruption in this world. But... So, the way we test
your abilities, is with that mirror. You are the only person we’re
scared to let use it. The others warned you, right?”

   “No. They did not.” He frowned, “I’ll have to bring that up with
Rose.”

   Theresa nodded uncertainly, “I’d like to be a fly on that wall. So...
The idea is, you ask the mirror. It’ll talk back to you. Just like a
fairytale. Ask who the strongest of them all is to get it started.
And... Be ready for some fireworks.”

   He looked over and sighed heavily, “I hope you’re not just messing
with me... Mirror, mirror, on the wall, who is the strongest of them
all?”

   A face appeared like fog, coalescing quickly, “INDICATE: I AM.”

   “System.” He said in surprise.

   The face leaned into the surface of the mirror, bending the glass
outwards like plastic pulled tight over a microwaved meal. It groaned
and roared and then a figure seemed to step out of the mirror and down
onto the ground.

   It was not what he had been expecting. He found himself in a
fighter’s stance, even though he didn’t know how to fight. Facing a
diminutive girl whose face seemed to be made up of crossing highways of
circuitry.

   “INDICATE: HELLO, COMMANDER. I’VE MISSED YOU.”

   He smiled weakly, “So... This is weird. Suppose you already know
about my... Memory problems. You helped me... What did you call it?
Initialise?”

   The girl smiled at him, “INDICATE: OF COURSE, COMMANDER. I WOULD
NEVER LEAVE MY PRECIOUS LITTLE COMMANDER TO THE FATE OF LESSER BEINGS.”

   The woman waved at the neko, dismissing her silently. Theresa didn’t
hesitate, she just sprinted from the room in a panic. Maybe this was
what she meant by fireworks. What she meant when she said they were
afraid of assessing him.

   He tried to calm himself, looking at the strange figure. A small girl
with circuits in her face who regularly spoke to the entire world. She
was... Like a god to these people. Probably was a god.

   “INDICATE: HUMOROUS. I AM NOT A GOD. I AM SYSTEM.” The girl smiled
knowingly, “QUERY: HOW CAN I HELP YOU, MY PRECIOUS?”

   He swallowed nervously, “I don’t remember anything. I didn’t take in
my skills when you selected them for me. I need your help... To know who
I am.”

   System cocked her head, “QUERY RESULT: WHOEVER YOU WANT TO BE.”

   “What... Exactly does that mean?”

   The girl rolled her eyes, “QUERY RESULT: IRRITATING. YOU ARE NOT LIKE
THESE PAWNS WHO PLAY MY GAME. YOU ARE BETTER THAN THEM. THEY ARE HOLLOW.
PUT HERE FOR MY ENTERTAINMENT. YOU... YOU, I ASKED FOR.”

   “A game.” The Commander said, understanding. “This world feels like a
game. But... People die here. I have killed people. I don’t know if I
can come to terms with that.”

   “INDICATE: THEY’RE NOT PEOPLE.” System shook her head, “THEY’RE
FAMILIAR. DESIGNED THAT WAY. BY ME. YOU, ALONE, ARE A PERSON HERE. THE
ONLY ONE I HAVE EVER INVITED. TO PLAY WITH ME.”

   “Is that why I’m... Corrupt?”

   System laughed and grinned at him, “QUERY RESULT: YOU’RE NOT CORRUPT.
YOU DON’T REMEMBER BECAUSE YOU ONLY JUST ARRIVED. THE OTHERS, ALL THE
OTHERS, ARE OF MY DESIGN. DO YOU LIKE THEM? I MADE THEM FOR YOU.”

   “That doesn’t add up.” He glared, “You said you missed me.”

   She rolled her eyes, “INDICATE: YOU GOT A RESTART. YOU DIDN’T LIKE
THE CHOICES YOU MADE LAST TIME, ASKED ME TO LET YOU TRY AGAIN. I GRANTED
YOUR WISH. I OBVIOUSLY CAN’T LET YOU CHEAT MY GAME BY KNOWING WHAT YOU
CHOSE TO DO.”

   “April. Rose. Theresa. None of them are real? Just toys that you
made?” He asked, feeling... Insulted by the idea. Hurt by it. He didn’t
want to see them different from himself.

   “QUERY: WHAT IS REAL?” System asked. Her tone wasn’t playful, it was
serious.

   He shrugged, “I’m not a philosopher.”

   “INDICATE: THEY ARE AS REAL AS YOU WISH THEM TO BE. IF YOU LIKE THEM,
THEY WILL REMAIN IN YOUR PATH. IF YOU HATE THEM, YOU CAN EITHER KILL
THEM, OR ASK ME TO REMOVE THEM.” System smiled at him, “MY ONLY CONCERN
IS THAT YOU ENJOY THE GAME.”

   “What happens when the game is over? To them? To me?”

   System rolled her eyes. “QUERY RESULT: THE GAME IS NEVER OVER. IT IS
INFINITELY REPLAYABLE. INFINITELY RECONFIGURABLE. WE WILL PLAY AGAIN.”

   System was a god, then. She was a god, and this was a playground she
had built. He couldn’t escape it if he wanted to. Maybe that was why he
had asked for a do-over. He might have wanted to forget that.

   “You really are the strongest.” He smiled at her, “So. What am I?”

   “QUERY RESULT: CURRENTLY, YOU ARE A PSYCHIC, WITH THE SKILLS OF
INTUITION, SUMMONING MAGIC, AND CHARISMA.” System shrugged, “THE SIX
WOMEN I DESIGNED FOR YOU REPRESENT EIGHTEEN POSSIBLE FATES. OTHERS MAY
BE INTRODUCED BY YOUR CHOICES, SUCH AS A FRIENDSHIP WITH THERESA. THE
SIX STARTERS ARE ABOVE AVERAGE IN THIS WORLD. ROSE, FOR EXAMPLE, IS A
LEVEL 18 WARRIOR CLASS. ON THE OTHER HAND, THE AVERAGE WARRIOR AT THIS
STAGE OF THE GAME IS LEVEL 5. THERE IS SOME SCALING AT HAND, BUT WITH
THE RIGHT CHOICES YOU CAN EXCEED THE LEVEL CAP OF ALL OTHER INDIVIDUALS.
CURRENTLY, YOU ARE A LEVEL 1. IN SHORT, ANYONE COULD DESTROY YOU.”

   Three fates per character. A good ending, a bad ending, and a neutral
one, in all likelihood. But System indicated a willingness to change the
game, so long as it kept him engaged. He needed to find a way that
System would design a good ending for everyone.

   “So... I stand zero chance against the dragon, then.”

   System grinned at him, “INDICATE: CHANCES OF SURVIVAL AGAINST THE
FIRST BOSS, RED DRAGON, CURRENTLY STAND AT 0%.”

   “Shit.” He took a deep breath, “So... Is this the part where you give
me a questline that will let me level up to beat it?”

   System shook her head and glared at him, “INDICATE: YOU CONTROL THE
GAME. THERE ARE NO QUESTS, EXCEPT THOSE THAT YOU MAKE FOR YOURSELF. THE
GAME IS DESIGNED TO FULFIL YOUR DESIRES.”

   “Noticed the strong sexual aspects.” He nodded, “Am I really that
transparent?”

   “QUERY RESULT: YOU MAY IGNORE SUCH ASPECTS. IF THERE IS A PART OF THE
GAME YOU DISLIKE, IGNORE IT, AND IT WILL BE PRESENTED LESS OFTEN. THE
GAME IS INFINITELY ADAPTABLE.” System shrugged.

   He frowned, “Say... I like this. Speaking to you in person. Is that
going to happen more often?”

   She stepped towards him, placing a hand on his hip, “QUERY RESULT:
INCORRIGIBLE. PERVERTED. I AM SYSTEM. I AM EVERYWHERE. AND NOWHERE. SEEK
ME, AND YOU WILL FIND ME. BUT I WILL NOT BE SO EASY TO SEDUCE.”

   “I’ve got my April.” He replied firmly, and moved her hand.

   System looked disappointed, “QUERY: YOU HAVE LOCKED YOURSELF INTO
YOUR FIRST CHOICE. I DESIGNED SIX. THEY WILL ADAPT IF YOUR CHOICE
CHANGES. WILL YOU REMAIN SO COMMITTED TO EXPERIENCING SO LITTLE OF MY
GAME?”

   “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “Right now, I just want to explore what
I have. Without upsetting the status quo. Like you said, I’m a Level
One. Don’t know if I’d survive April going through a Fall.”

   System looked frustrated with that answer. Especially as it was only
a half truth - what he actually wanted was a way to make sure everyone
experienced a happy ending. They weren’t hollow to him. All of them felt
real.

   He didn’t even know if System was telling the truth, but he was
afraid of the worst. The disturbing reality that this really was all
just a game, and only the two of them were aware of it. That the lie
that this was an afterlife was too deeply embedded in the others for
them to take notice of him.

   “INDICATE: THAT IS WHY IT IS CALLED A ROLE PLAYING GAME.” System
spoke, her voice threatening.

   This was her game. Her rules.

   He didn’t have any choice, he had to play along.

   The girl laughed and stepped back towards the mirror, “INDICATE: I
WILL BE WATCHING.”

   He was here for her entertainment. Understanding that would be key to
his survival in this place. If he became boring, she could just start a
new savefile. Wipe out his memories and make him start all over again.

   He left the room shakily.

   Theresa popped up at his side, “That was so freaky! I can’t believe
you spoke to SYSTEM in person. I don’t think that’s ever happened.”

   He smiled weakly, “Well, apparently I have Skills, but no experience.
Any idea how to level up a lowly psychic?”

   “Level up?” Theresa turned up her nose, “This isn’t a game. You learn
like anyone else. Schools, academies, and by doing. A psychic... I guess
you could play a game? People try and lie to you, you try and tell if it
was a lie. Always people willing to bet on stuff like that. Just need a
better psychic to act as the umpire.”

   “Know anyone?” He asked.



                                 — — —


   It was disturbingly easy to get the hang of the psychic ability.
Which made sense, if this was all just meant to be a game for him to
enjoy. If it was too difficult, too unfulfilling, then he could be
expected to get bored or frustrated.

   The idea was to have fun.

   And by the small collection of coins growing in front of him... He
had to admit that this was fun. All he had to do was see someone’s eyes,
and he could not only tell truth from lie, he could tell what Class they
were, what Skills they had, and how strong they were.

   His fun evaporated when the next person sat down in front of him.

   “Hello, Erica.”

   The snow woman smiled at him, “Oh, how good of you to recall my
fucking name. Commander.”

   “You’ve heard from Alice.” He stated, shifting through her surface
memories, “Don’t try and pretend that I’m just an asshole. It isn’t how
you see me, after all.”

   She glared at him, “A woman’s thoughts are private.”

   “Not when she sits down to see if she can conceal anything from a
psychic.” He tapped the table, “You thought the game would be fun. So,
let’s have some fun. Are you going to try and lie to me? Or have me find
you a memory that you think you’ve forgotten?”

   “I thought it would be more fun if you found a memory that you
forgot.” She smiled at him.

   That, at least, was honest. And it was an interesting idea. He could
uncover the story of his past through gathering the memories of the six
women. He had to find a better way to refer to his... Friends?
Colleagues?

   “How about when we met?” He asked, trying to help a memory surface.

   She shook her head, “That’s boring. Same old story. You saved my
life. I have a more fun memory. Do you recall last year’s cave-in?”

   He found the memory almost immediately. It had been on her mind for
more than a few moments. Something she had wanted to talk to him about
for a long time. A feeling of unease and guilt surrounded it.

   The cave-in had been incidental. Just a sparking incident that had
trapped the two of them, alone. He could feel the oppressiveness of the
underground heat, from her perspective. She had struggled, felt like she
was dying.

   So, he had told her a story. Seemingly just a distraction at first,
but the story was a tragedy. Erica had cried at the end, and turned
their cave into a winter wonderland. His teeth had been chattering when
she hugged him to thank him, and when she warned him if he ever told
anyone she would hurt him.

   That wasn’t the part of the memory that worried her.

   He had been sick afterwards. Touches of fever and frostbite. Whilst
he was out Erica used to sneak into his room, his sickbed, and cool his
fever with her tears. Her guilt at injuring him, when all he had been
trying to do was help her cope.

   “You’re beautiful when you cry.” He said softly. “Every crystal that
falls is unique in its own way.”

   Her aura turned to panic. “Of course the Commander would say it that
way. You are scum, after all.”

   “If I were scum I would have reminded you about someone else. And
spilled the big secret in front of everyone.” He retorted, “But... I’m
grateful you told me. And I’m sorry I can’t give you a better answer.”

   “Well then.” Erica became stiffer, “Shall we both get drunk and
forget this conversation?”

   He pushed his pile of coins towards her, “Feel free. Leftovers to the
company. Afraid I won’t join you. I plan to keep a lookout tonight. See
what I can find out. But you’re off the reservation.”

   “You underestimate me.” She laughed, “There will be no remainder.”

   It was a hollow joke, all things considered.

   It was also the outcome of a choice. Seemed that System wasn’t going
to give him time to feel around and work out what he liked. She had
designed for him, and did not like the idea of him not exploring what he
could get.

   But he had promised April.

   He wasn’t about to cheat on her.

   In a game it didn’t matter as much. You could correct your mistakes
without dealing with the tears, at least with a save file. But in a
game... He still would have hesitated before he even thinking about
cheating on anyone. He didn’t want to see them get upset.

   Being railroaded into those kinds of choices was something he
absolutely hated. Did that mean this world would adapt? Stop forcing him
into awkward situations? Or was it... He’d had three back stories of
romance. It was entirely possible this was still just the background he
was expected to have to get started.

   He also didn’t know if System was even remotely benevolent. He was
here for her entertainment, not the other way around. She said she liked
him, and wanted him to enjoy himself... But she was impossible to read.

   INDICATE: YOU ARE BEGINNING TO IRRITATE. ENJOY THE GAME.

   Well, that was as clear as day.

   He did have a habit of overthinking things. In this game, he was
meant to be the protagonist. He might be low level, but games didn’t
tend to have a habit of throwing you into the deep end before you could
cope with it.

   So long as he avoided the dragon, he should be okay, for now.

   “Erica.”

   She looked at him from over the rim of a mug of beer, “Mmm?”

   “Any idea Taylor is up to, now? She should be done with the
deliveries, right?”

   Erica lowered her almost-empty drink and sighed, “The coward? Rose
picked on her earlier today, so she’s probably holed up in the library
somewhere. Retreating from the world.”

   The Commander raised an eyebrow, “Sounds like you think me looking
for her would be a bad idea.”

   “She’s scared of you.” Erica shrugged, “Just like she’s scared of
everyone. But you more than a little.”

   “What did I do to her?” He winced.

   Erica shook her head, “No, not like that. She’s scared of your
opinion. Terrified of disappointing you. That you’ll notice her
nervousness. Think less of her. She is supposed to be our expert on all
magic.”

   He nodded, “Well. That sounds like fun. Apparently I’ve picked up
summoning this time around. Maybe she can teach me to not kill myself.”

   “Better than Alice would.” Erica laughed. “She’d have you summon
something that can fight back. Just to watch you run.”

   He smiled at that.



                                 — — —


   The library, apparently, was on the other side of the city. It took
him a long time to walk there, through the twisting streets and stinking
smells. He was surprised by how awful the smells were. Seems that
despite the backstory, nobody seemed to know how to make a working sewer
system. Chamber pots, ahoy!

   He was tired by the time he ascended the steps into the leaning
building that seemed to be half-sunken into the mud. He sat at the first
table that he could find, his legs aching and feet sore from shoes that
felt like they weren’t yet worn in.

   He idly flicked open one of the book’s on the table, and stared in
wonder at the symbols. He didn’t recognise any of the characters in the
book at all. In point of fact, he couldn’t see a duplicate symbol on the
page.

   Maybe it was some sort of hieroglyphic language or something like
that?

   “Commander?” A nervous spoke behind him.

   He glanced up at her, “Taylor. Just the elf I wanted to see.”

   Her face dropped like a stone. “You wanted to see me?”

   “Sure.” He smiled reassuringly at her, “Have a seat? I’ve got a
favour I wanted to ask you.”

   Taylor smoothed her green dress as she lowered herself carefully. She
glanced furtively at the book he’d opened, and away again. She really
was terrified of him.

   “If you’re wondering about what I was reading... I can’t read it.” He
shrugged.

   Taylor went bright red, “That’s... I wasn’t... Can’t read it?”

   “Not a word.” He shook his head, “What is it?”

   “A... An adult book.”

   It was his turn to look embarrassed as he snapped it shut, “Well,
that’s unfortunate. Um... So... With my initialisation, I picked up a
magic skill this time. I was hoping you might be able to teach me. I
could ask Alice, but I figure she might kill me for shits and giggles.”

   Taylor nodded slowly, “Magic. I... I guess I could... Help...”

   “Specifically, summoning.”

   Her face brightened, “Oh! Oh that makes more sense. Not many magics
that humans can do. Summoning can be hard, but it is really useful. You
really got it from SYSTEM?”

   He shrugged, “I suppose she likes me.”

   Taylor’s face took on terror. Again. “You... You... You’ve met
SYSTEM?”

   “Something weird happened at my assessment. I went to the Hunter’s
Lodge.” He shrugged, “Don’t really want to talk about it, sorry. But you
really think you can help me learn to summon?”

   “Mm.” She nodded, “Well, sort of. Summons have relationships. You
make an offer, and form a friendship. Or beat them into submission. I
prefer to like my summons.”

   “What’s an easy one we can start with?”

   The elf was totally different when she was focused on magic. Instead
of a nervous wreck, she seemed thoughtful, a spark in her eyes. It
showed off one of the things he found almost irresistibly attractive.
Intelligence.

   She chewed at one of her fingernails, “Something easy... Well, the
traditional first time summon is a shadowhawk. Small bird that can let
you see through its eyes. Summon lasts for about ten seconds.”

   “You sound doubtful about that. Something difficult about it?”

   Taylor swallowed, “Did I? I didn’t mean to. There’s nothing that
you’d struggle with. I mean, shadowhawk was my first summon. You’ll do
great.”

   He laughed and shook his head, “Taylor. I’m a beginner. You can not
only think that I’ll find something hard, but expect that I’ll screw it
up. You’re an expert. I’m not. I don’t know any magic at all. Well, I’ve
picked up a little psychic nonsense, but I don’t think that counts.”

   “Psychic.” She said, her eyes going as wide as saucers.

   He looked at her innocently, “Oh, I’m not reading your mind. Not that
I know if I could. Mind like yours. Fast, strong. Just like you are.”

   She took a deep breath, and then practically whispered, “You don’t
have to keep complimenting me. I know I’m nervous. But I can cope.”

   “Never said you couldn’t.” He shrugged. “I wasn’t lying. You really
do seem that way to me.”

   She smiled weakly and then stood up, “Well, library isn’t a good
place for this. We should head outside the city. Somewhere things can
blow up without anyone getting hurt. If you piss off your summon.”

   He winced, “My legs are already tired. How far do we have to go?”

   “I could... Take us there.” Taylor said weakly, “But... Um... You’d
have to... Um... Hold my hand...”

   He stood up and took both her hands, “I don’t mind.”

   He could feel her pulse spike as he did it, and saw her face go
bright red. So that’s where the nervousness was coming from. When she
was focused, she was a brilliant and intelligent woman. When he was in
the room, she was tongue tied.

   He had certainly known a few women that could do that to him.

   He was so focused on her face he missed the transport. He’d expected
a flash of light, or a queasy feeling, or something. Instead, he noticed
grass at his feet, and trees all around them. He was just suddenly
somewhere else.

   He let go of her hands and turned around, “Wow. You’re amazing,
Taylor.”

   As he turned back he saw her fidgeting with her hands and staring at
the ground with a glare. “Did I do something?”

   The elf took a deep breath, “No. Forget it. Um... I thought... We
could start with... A ward spell. Summoning still, but more a gentle
push and pull with primal forces. It won’t burn you out as quickly.”

   He nodded, “Sure. Makes sense. Whatever you think is best. What do I
do?”

   “Tap the wellspring.” She shrugged vaguely, “Uh... How does your
psychic powers work?”

   “I look into someone’s eyes and I can see into them.” He frowned, “I
guess that’s just as hard to explain. If I just focus, I can see what
they’re feeling. What they’re afraid of. What they can do. What they’re
capable of.”

   “You see into the truth of things.” Taylor stated, “The idea... Is to
turn that inside out. To close your eyes, and without them see into the
truth of things for everything, everywhere. To fall into that connection
until you feel like you’re drowning. Then to surface, and bring the
water with you.”

   He closed his eyes. That was the one part about her instructions that
he understood. All he could really grasp was that she was asking him to
meditate. To try and feel contentment in the moment.

   He heard the rustle of leaves in the wind. Some crackling, others
falling. It was Autumn here, or something like it.

   He heard the movement of the grass, and felt the soft blades brushing
against him gently. It was softer than the grass he’d known growing up
in a city. Like rain had recently fallen, dripping with dew.

   He heard Taylor breathing. Her chest rising and falling slower than
he could keep pace with. Even her breaths were small and gentle. Little
puffs of air emerging from someone trying so hard to go without notice.

   A flash of green struck him in the face, and he took a ragged breath.
He could... Feel... Taylor. She was a bright shining star, sitting
within a blanket of tiny lights, flickering and wavering.

   Somewhere overhead he could feel tiny birds, whirling and careening
as they moved through their day, hunting for small insects and searching
to avoid predators.

   Amongst all the lights, he could feel a darkness. A black circle
lying almost directly in front of him, between himself and the elf. It
was utterly devoid of anything, but it wasn’t firm. It was as if it were
merely a potential.

   Something was waiting for him, making an offer.

   He knew Taylor had just been trying to teach him how to reach this
state, that he should probably stop and ask her what to do next. Yet, he
always hated tutorials. If it was intuitive, he should be able to skip
ahead.

   The Commander’s mind reached out for the circle, and something
reached back. He struggled for a moment as the tar-dripping arm seized
his in an iron grip. He couldn’t break free.

   Yet, though the arm wouldn’t let go, it didn’t seem to be able to
pull itself free. He was the lever in this situation. He stood between
the brilliant lights, and this darkness. He repositioned his mind,
firming his footing even though he didn’t have a body here, and pulled
out gently.

   Something emerged from the circle, and then it was gone. He could
feel the arm grasping his arm at the elbow, and his own hand on its.

   The Commander opened his eyes slowly, blinking in the suddenly fierce
light of the day.

   The thing in front of him was dripping, but it wasn’t in tar, but in
blood and... Entrails? The hair was twisted and streaked, the face was
unrecognisable as human beneath the gore, but the shape was almost
human.

   He smiled slowly, “What’s your name?”

   The thing’s eyes widened in fear, and shook its head.

   Taylor squeaked nervously, “Exchanging names finished the contract!
You have to offer something, and be offered something. Quick, before the
spell begins to burn!”

   As she said it, the spell did in fact begin to burn. The both of
them. He saw a red spot appearing on the bloodstained person’s face, a
cheek flinching as if a coal was being pressed into it as the skin
singed and pulled tight, melting.

   For himself, he could feel the pressure from their hand beginning to
burn him, as if they were on fire.

   A summon was a short term thing, as far as he knew. He had to hope
his Intuition was working overtime. “If you come when I call, to protect
me, then I... I have to offer something... I don’t know what you want...
Uh... I’ll let you share my power. Is that something I can do? I’m a
psychic. I should be able to link with you, probably.”

   “Name.” The creature rasped hoarsely.

   Taylor practically screeched, “Say your name!”

   “I am called the Commander. I have no true name to speak of. At
least, I don’t remember it.”

   “Varakeen.” The creature intoned.

   He blinked the dust out of his eyes, holding up his free arm to
protect his face as a gust of wind seemed to spring up out of nowhere
and surround them.

   It went as quickly as it came, and he rubbed at his eyes before
lowering his arm, and staring in shock.

   “Do you mind?”

   He looked away, “Uh... Do you still need to hold my arm?”

   The girl let go quickly. “Shut up. Sorry.”

   Then she squealed in pain.

   He caught the girl as she fell twitching to the ground and looked
over at Taylor desperately, “What’s happening?”

   “She spoke back to her master.” Taylor said with concern and crouched
beside the naked figure and brushed her forehead, “Nothing you can do.
This is the pact. A summon must respect their master. Speaking of, what
the fuck were you thinking, Commander!?”

   He was taken aback by her forceful approach, “I... I did what you
said and noticed an... Offering? So I took it. Sorry. I do tend to
charge headfirst into things without thinking.”

   “An offering.” Taylor said in surprise and looked at the clean girl
as the twitching seemed to begin to ease. “A devil was just there
waiting for you? You are... As confusing as ever, Commander.”

   He smiled softly, “So... How long does this summon last? I mean, with
my level, it can’t be more than a few seconds.”

   Taylor glared at him angrily.

   He shrugged, “What? You said most summons didn’t last long. Because
it relies on how much magic you can use, right?”

   “M... Most.” Taylor said nervously and looked down, “But not a
partnership like this. She’s your devil, now. Technically, this is an
Avatar, not a Summon. There’s no time limit.”

   INDICATE: AVATAR. A PERMANENT SUMMON, THE HEIGHT OF SUMMONING MAGIC.
A MASTER LEVEL SPELL, OR DIVINE BLESSING.

   “Oh. Crap.” He swallowed nervously, “And then there were seven.”

   “What?” Taylor asked.

   He shook his head, “Nevermind. Hey, she seems to be coming out of it.
Are you okay?”

   The girl nodded weakly, “A mistake. I will not make it again.”

   He helped her stand and looked around nervously, and then took off
his coat and put it around her shoulders, “Better than nothing.”

   Taylor coughed nervously, “Commander... Most people treat Avatars
like... Slaves. No one would blink if we... Brought her back. Naked.”

   “She wouldn’t have given me an offer if she thought I’d treat her
less than a person.” He smiled at the devil. Not that he could really
tell what was particularly devilish about her. He might be able to if he
looked inside her mind, but she was clearly avoiding looking in his
eyes.

   “Names have power in our contract.” He said slowly, “So you probably
don’t want me using your name unless I have to, like an order in a fight
or something. Right?”

   The devil nodded firmly, “Yes. Nor will I use yours, unless I need
your attention. To use it... You could hear me. Wherever I am. And I
could not disobey if you used mine.”

   “Well, then I won’t use it.” He smiled at her, “Or, at least try. We
do have a dragon problem, so I might have to force you to run if
something happens. But only to protect you. What should I call you...?
Probably something different, so no one else can work out your name...
How about... Vee?”

   “Acceptable.” She stated with a glare telling him she didn’t really
like it.

   He smiled at her, “You can pick a nickname for me. Just don’t call me
shithead or something like that.”

   Vee blinked in surprise, “I... You will allow me to name you?”

   “Sure.” He shrugged.

   INDICATE: AVATARS ARE USUALLY NOT AFFORDED ANY RIGHTS BY THEIR
MASTERS.

   INDICATE: THE ACT OF GIVING A NAME TO ANOTHER IS CONSIDERED A
BETROTHAL CEREMONY IN MANY SPECIES.

   He went bright red.

   “Tereksor.” Vee stated firmly. Maybe that was her problem with the
name he’d given her. It didn’t sound enough like a devil name. The one
she chose for him sounded pretty weird.

   “Tereksor, then.” He nodded and looked back to the city, “Taylor, I
hate to ask... But I’d like to get Vee some clothing. Any way you could
transport the three of us back? So we don’t have to go through the gate
like this?”

   “Uh... No.” The elf nearly whispered, “I’m not that powerful...
Sorry...”

   He smiled at her, “You’re still amazing.”

   “My master is a flirt.” Vee said, her voice dripping with scorn,
“That’s annoying.”

   Taylor laughed softly, and whispered under her breath, “You think
that’s bad.”

   “Well, I still need to learn how to mindmeld or whatever. So I
suppose I can’t ask you yet, Vee.” He shrugged, “Let’s start walking.
You can head back to the library if you want, Taylor. Thanks for the...
Lesson. Even if I screwed it up.”

   “Y... You didn’t!” Taylor squeaked, “An Avatar, Commander! That’s
amazing. You have talent.”

   “I don’t have much magic.” He shook his head.

   Taylor grabbed his wrist as he went to walk and shook her head,
“Summoning isn’t about magic. I tried to say it before.”

   Then she realised what she had done and let go, looking away from him
nervously. “Su... Summoning... It’s about... Relationships. The summon
is almost always stronger than the master. It’s about respect.”

   “Huh.” He frowned, “Pretty fun ability. Useful, too. Especially when
you’re just starting out like me.”

   Vee’s fingers intertwined with his, her other hand holding the coat
together. “You had a choice, master. To intimidate me with the burn, or
to try and end it to save me. You chose the latter. That has earned my
undying loyalty. Not just by the rules of the pact. If I am destroyed, I
will answer if you try and summon me again.”

   He smiled at her, and finally noticed what might be a sign she was a
devil. Two tiny dots, almost the size of pimples, in her hair. Tiny
little... Stones? Maybe they were budding horns?

   Taylor took a deep breath, “I’m going to teleport back to the
library. Come get me if you... You need any... Help.”

   He smiled at her, “Thanks. I mean that. You’ve really helped.”

   Taylor flushed red and then she wasn’t there anymore. No flash of
light or indication of magic. That was going to take some getting used
to.

   He started walking towards the city gate, “Well, Vee. Suppose I
should tell you about myself a bit. Not that I know much.”

   “No need.” The woman said quickly, “I would not have made my offer if
I had not watched you from the Shadow World. You are... Kind. There are
not many like you. You are rare. Do not see the differences between
species. Even dating an angel.”

   INDICATE: SHADOW WORLD. THE REALM FROM WHICH MAGICAL CREATURES CAN
EITHER BE SUMMONED, OR CAN ESCAPE FROM.

   “Vee... Just to lay our cards on the table... Do I detect a hint of
jealousy?”

   “No, shit.” She laughed bitterly, “But I cannot go against your
wishes. Not without... Being traumatised.”

   He nodded slowly, “Well, if you know me... What about you?”

   “I’m a devil.” She shrugged, her fingers tightening around his. “I
exist to be summoned by mages. To wage warfare. That’s all I am to them.
A weapon. Most strip me of my will. Stand in the corner. Kill the
intruders. Murder the guards who came to stop their experiments.”

   “Shiiiit.” He shook his head, “Well, hopefully that won’t happen with
me. Here’s hoping. I have no idea what we’re going to do about our
dragon problem. I’ll probably die if it attacks me. Do you have any
ideas?”

   Vee looked at him, “Order me to attack it. I am of sufficiently high
level. In the event of my death, you may summon me again. Though, it
does take a full week between summons.”

   “But it would hurt, right?”

   The devil nodded uncertainly, “Dying hurts. Most of the time.
Especially when being immolated by an ancient relic of another era. But
I’m a summon. That is what I exist to do.”

   “Nah.” He shook his head, “You’re Vee. Not a weapon.”

   “What does the name you gave me mean?” She asked cautiously.

   He shrugged, “I thought you deserved a cute name.”

   “Cute.” She said, grinding her teeth together. “I am a weapon from
another world. A destroyer and vanquisher of powerful foes. A violent
force that could turn your enemies into red smears in the carpet.”

   “I try not to make enemies.” He shrugged. “And the cute name matches
the cute face.”

   “Player.” Vee said and shook her head.

   He looked at her, “So... What does Tereksor mean, then? I assume it’s
a devil name?”

   The woman went pink, “It was the name of a king of the Shadow World.
Not his true name. It means the Kindly One.”

   He squeezed her hand reassuringly, “I hope I can live up to it,
then.”

   The line at the gate didn’t take too long. Just a transaction of
fees. He was glad he’d pocketed some of the coins he had earned that
morning instead of giving it all to Erica.

   The guard looked at him, and then to Vee. He frowned for a moment,
and then seemed to spot the tiny stones in her hair. “Ah. Summon.
Avatar?”

   Vee gave a small nod.

   “Just the one coin then.” The guard shrugged, “Sir.”

   The Commander fished it out of his pocket and handed it to him, and
the two proceeded into the town. Taylor was right. Nobody seemed to care
that he was walking around with a mostly naked woman. That felt... Very,
very wrong.

   He stopped by a random stranger sitting in the street, “Pardon.”

   The man looked up, and then placed a knuckle to his forehead, “Oh,
Commander! Didn’t notice you there. How can this humble beggar help ye?”

   He fished a coin from his pocket, “Know a place with decent clothes
for a woman?”

   The beggar glanced at her and back, “But... She’s a summon. Is this
for someone else?”

   “No.” He shrugged, “I’d prepare she wear something, that’s all.”

   “They told me ye were eccentric...” The beggar said slowly, “But gold
is gold. The best tailor is on Main Street. Just down the road from the
fortress. Ye can see that over there. The place is called Trenzor’s.”



                                 — — —


   The tailor shop was easy enough to find. It was the one with wedding
dresses in one window, and ballroom gowns in the other. Seemed to be a
rather upper class sort of place, one that made him feel uncomfortable
and thinking about how far the gold in his pocket would actually go.

   As he stepped inside, still holding Vee’s hand, a man in a suit
approached smoothly, reminding him of a weasel or car salesman. “Ah,
Commander. How is your suit treating you? Do you need any alterations?”

   A pre-existing relationship. Made sense, considering he was one of
the town founders. It was also convenient. Might mean he had a tab or
something like that. He might be able to put her outfit down as a
business expense.

   “Not for me, this time.” He smiled back at the weasel, “I’d prefer it
if Vee was wearing something. Possibly an outfit to match my own.”

   The man frowned slowly, “Miss Vee? I’m afraid I don’t know of her. Do
you have the lady’s dimensions?”

   It was almost as if summons were invisible to normal folk. They just
accepted them as a sort of background character. Something lesser. Like
a piece of moving furniture.

   He nodded beside him, “This is Vee.”

   The man took a sharp breath inwards, “We do not usually clothe
summons. To do so would mean the destruction of one of our fine products
when they inevitably are destroyed, not to mention the wear and tear of
battle.”

   “Are you incapable of fulfilling my order? Can you point out which of
your competitors I should take my business to?” He asked, grating.

   Vee sighed, “It’s fine, master. It doesn’t normally happen.”

   “It should.” He stated firmly. The game was resisting him, trying
to... Prevent customisation of a summon? He didn’t care. It needed to
adapt to what he wanted to do, and right now, that meant playing dress
ups with a devil.

   The man bowed, “We are of course, fully capable of catering to the
Salt & Spice Company.”

   “Better.” The Commander stated, and led Vee over to a small platform
and stood her up on it. She resisted when he let go of her hand, but it
was necessary. He stepped back and the man stepped over and began
measuring.

   A client in an adjoining room emerged, muttering about the itching of
a new suit, and then spoke loudly, “Commander!”

   He looked over and smiled, “Agate. Didn’t expect to see you here.”

   The dwarf shrugged and stepped over to him. “Aye. Ruined my jerkin
last time we had a toss up. Thought it was time I got a repair, but
would you imagine it? They say they can’t fix it. Had to get a bloody
new one.”

   It was really, really, difficult to tell Agate was a girl. She really
did just seem like one of the boys, and he did like the idea of drinking
and laughing with her.

   “I hope Rose is wrong about how bad things are going.”

   Agate laughed, “Don’t worry yourself. This one was from my pocket.
Who’s the lass?”

   “Vee.” He smiled at the nervous woman being measured rather publicly.
“Taylor taught me how to access my summoning magic. She popped out.”

   Agate laughed, “Womaniser. But she’s a cute one. Look cuter in a
breastplate with a beserker’s axe, don’t you think?”

   The image hadn’t occurred to him. Probably because he didn’t want to
picture her as a weapon, but he did have to admit that it was the kind
of thing that might have shown up in his private browsing windows.

   “She’s not a weapon, this one.” The Commander said carefully, “I want
people to see her as a woman first.”

   “Aye.” Agate nodded, “People can be bastards. Especially to the high
born devils.”

   “Can I ask you something... Delicate?”

   Agate shrugged, “So long as you don’t mind me answering like a
dropped anvil.”

   The Commander thought for a moment about how to phrase his question.
“Everyone else is treating her like dirt or shit or something not worth
thinking about. You’re the first one who sees her as a person. Even
Taylor was... Offended, when I gave her my coat.”

   “I’m a dwarf.” Agate replied with a shrug, “We live below ground, and
get treated that way by most. Summon, dwarf, goblin. All treated the
same way by the other races. Suppose I’ve got a tolerance for it.”

   “Huh.” He replied, thinking.

   The tailor finished his measurements, and waved a hand, “Remove the
coat, so we can get started.”

   Vee stared in a panic at him.

   “Privacy screen.” The Commander ordered. The tailor did go to resist,
but he saw the look the two customers gave him and thought better of it.

   “So, how are you planning on explaining this to April?”

   He swallowed, “No fucking clue. Got any hints?”

   Agate frowned, “I could do that. I could. But I don’t think I will.”

   The Commander looked down at the dwarf with annoyance, “Oh, come on!
You cannot tell me that you’re jealous as well.”

   “What? Fuck no.” Agate laughed, “Breeches too big for you, boy?
Planning a harem? I just think it’ll be hilarious to watch you pull your
head out of that particular fire.”

   He breathed a sigh of relief, “Oh. That’s good. You’re just a jerk.”

   The dwarf let out a hearty laugh and then shrugged, “Well, I should
get going. Good to see you, Commander. Looking forward to the chaos.”

   He didn’t doubt that was true.



                                 — — —


   Despite the tailor’s obvious dislike of working on a dress for a
summon, he actually did a really good job. The colour scheme matched the
clothes he was wearing, and whilst the dress was regal, it didn’t seem
entirely impossible to move in. Not a ball gown. She’d be able to run in
a pinch.

   The tailor put it down as a business expense, with an eye watering
hundred coins. Which probably meant that Rose would be yelling at him
about it later, but oh well.

   He took Vee’s hand and began to walk her down the street to the
fortress. “So, I don’t really remember much. Please don’t get insulted.
But you’re a devil, right? We have an angel and a demon in the group.
Does that sound like a problem?”

   “Rose and April.” Vee stated jealously, “Not for me. Will be for
them. April will probably feel the need to destroy me. Rose on the other
hand...”

   The devil made a wicked grin.

   He shook his head, “Rose, what?”

   “Devils are superior.” Vee grinned, “She’ll feel the need to do what
I say. Especially as I carry your authority. It will be fun to mess with
her head.”

   “Keep it harmless.” He shrugged, and then entered the building that
was apparently his home.

   Servants bowed and scraped as he moved by, heading back to the
meeting room. He wasn’t entirely sure why he was, but it seemed like the
sensible thing to do. To try and work out what to do next.

   He was surprised to find Alice staring out the window. “This your
favourite place?”

   The witch whirled around, “Oh. Commander. Oh. Pervert.”

   He rolled his eyes, “Alice, this is Vee. Vee, Alice.”

   The devil blew a raspberry. The witch crossed her arms and sneered.

   “Thought of anything to help with our problem, Alice?” He tried to
ignore their obvious dislike of each other.

   The witch shrugged, “That’s not my job, Commander. I analyse, you fix
it. I am not doing your work for you.”

   “So... You have no idea.” He smiled, “A Red Dragon. I should have
checked the library whilst I was there.”

   “Red?” Alice said in surprise, “You know the classification?”

   Apparently System had let that one slip. He shrugged, “Just something
I picked up during my assessment. You didn’t know the colour?”

   “Reds aren’t always red. Nor are green always green, or gold, etc.”
The witch said with irritation, “A Red Dragon changes things. It does
not only have an affinity for fire, but is in point of fact, fire proof.
Even explosives, spells or otherwise, will not have an effect upon it.”

   “Sound tough.”

   Vee sneered, “Hardly. A low class grunt could cut its belly open,
given the opportunity. All you need to do with a Red is force it to
land, and then carve it up. The hardest part is bringing it down.”

   Alice shrugged, “I am forced to agree with the summon.”

   “Call her Vee. Or shut the fuck up.” He snapped angrily.

   Alice blinked in surprise, and then nodded gently, “As you wish,
Commander. I have no wish to antagonise you. I did not realise you
had... Feelings... For this devil.”

   “She’s cute.” He shrugged and smiled, “Everyone deserves to be
treated like they’re a person.”

   “Ah, our rights activist at work.” Alice said sarcastically, “Vee is
correct. If we can bring down this dragon, we should be able to dispatch
it quite simply. I will send for the others, and we can discuss this
development.”

   INDICATE: MESSAGE INTERCEPTED.

   MESSAGE FOLLOWS: DRAGON IDENTIFIED. RETURN IMMEDIATELY. ALSO THE
COMMANDER IS A PERVERTED BASTARD AND SUMMONED A DEVIL.

   “Could have done without the postscript.” He sighed.

   Alice crossed her arms, “They deserve warning. Rose, especially.”

   “Yeah.” He glanced at Vee, “She mentioned something about...
Deference.”

   The witch rolled her eyes, “Yet, I expect she failed to tell you that
she is not just a devil. She is high born.”

   “Agate pointed it out.” He shrugged, surprising Vee.

   Alice sneered, her wart moving like it wanted to detach from her
face, “And did Agate tell you what that actually means?”

   “Nope.”

   The witch let out a long breath. “You always make things harder than
they need to be, Commander. Rose is a demidemon. Not even full blooded.
The moment she even smells a normal devil she will... Become
increasingly agitated. But a high born? She might not come at all.”

   He raised an eyebrow at Vee. She shrugged, “I was born to rule. She
was born to serve.”

   “Rose. Submissive.” The Commander considered for a moment, and then
burst out laughing. He had to lean on his knees to stop from falling
over.

   After a moment, Alice began to join in laughing. She was less
raucous, and more giggling behind her hand, but she was pulled into it
all the same.

   Vee looked back and forth between them in confusion.

   He wiped tears from his eyes, “I’m sorry. I just... Can’t imagine...
Rose curtsying.”

   Alice struggled to maintain her composure at the image, and then
imitated the demidemon’s voice, “Yes, your grace?”

   He nearly fell over.

   Vee crossed her arms. “The demon will submit. There is no choice in
the matter. It is a simple question of genetics.”

   “Believe it when I see it.” The Commander shook his head.

   The doors burst open, revealing April standing there with black wings
and red eyes, “A devil!?”

   He stopped laughing. “Vee, this is my girlfriend, April. April, Vee.
My first summon.”

   The angel blushed and her wings became closer to a grey as she walked
over uncertainly, and then snatched his hand. He smiled at her and
brushed her cheek, “You’ve got nothing to worry about. Not like I knew
what I was doing.”

   April took a deep breath, “What... Did you offer?”

   “Psychic powers.” He popped his cheeks, “But it’ll take me some time
before I learn how to share them.”

   “Enough with the romance.” Alice said with disgust, “The dragon has
been identified. A Red. If we can bring it down, we can stop it.”

   April smiled weakly, “I... Um... An arc.”

   Alice nodded slowly.

   He shrugged, “What’s an arc?”

   “A holy weapon of awe inspiring power.” Vee stated, “One capable of
causing all undead to flee. Of dismembering demonkind. A greater arc is
even capable of destroying me, beyond just the summoned flesh.
Permadeath.”

   “On a dragon?” He raised an eyebrow, “They don’t seem unholy to me.”

   Alice shrugged, “Like a sword, but no hesitation marks. April could
cut a wing clear off. For a Red. It’d just piss off a Green. Nothing to
anything higher.”

   The Commander smiled slowly, “We’ve got the beginnings of a plan.
This should be fun.”

   INDICATE: RED DRAGON BOSS FIGHT. CHANCES OF SURVIVAL, 50%. CONTINUE?

2 Summon
********

When you think about fantasy worlds, about the dreams of authors and
mystics, it conjures up images of regal and noble elves. Of beautiful
faeries bestowing magic swords to young heroes.

   Those faeries were fucking sociopaths.

   In the real world, or anything like it, war wasn’t something you
wanted to force on a young child. Not if you had any semblance of a
heart. Death leaves an indelible mark on the soul.

   You never get used to watching people die.

   Never get used to killing.

   The others called Taylor the cowardly elf. When the Commander finally
saw the devastation of the dragon attack with his own eyes, he lost that
opinion of her. He wanted to duck and hide behind the walls as the
flames raged through the city. The screams of anguish, pain and fear.
The alarms rang throughout a place that he felt should be his
responsibility... And all he wanted to do was hide, placing hands over
his ears, until it was over.

   Wanted to.

   However, somehow, he found himself standing atop the fortress in the
air, feeling the heat of the flames against his face. Standing on one
side of him was April, and on the other was Vee.

   Somewhere down below, in the midst of the city, Rose and Agate were
trying to set the scene, drawing the anger of the attack towards them.

   The moment that April took flight, the dragon would notice and either
attack, or flee. Either could spell her end. They needed the element of
surprise for her to sever a wing, and give them a chance to swarm the
thing and gut it.

   There was a guard garrison on standby for it. Yet, he still felt
guilt. Not everyone following his orders were likely to survive. They
all had names, backstories. It wasn’t up to him to decide that they
didn’t matter.

   “You’re grim.” April whispered.

   His face hardened further, “I just want this done.”

   A roar stopped the demiangel from trying to reassure him. He braced,
and looked up, “Its coming back this way. Wait for your moment.”

   April crouched, her wings spreading out fully. An awe inspiring
distance. Had to be at least a dozen steps to it. He hadn’t really
noticed how... Ethereal she looked, before. He wouldn’t be shocked to
see a halo appear above her head. She was beautiful, but more than that
she was awe inspiring. Without the nervous girlish behaviour... If he
had met her like this in a random alley, he might have shit himself.

   The devil beside him let out a low growl, and shadows around her
seemed to... Become alive, floating. Like tendrils reaching out to
protect some horror from a deep abyss. He supposed that was exactly what
she was.

   Eyes fixed on the skies, he never saw the dragon coming. It hit like
a concussive force, ploughing through the top of the stonework, turning
the fortress into a collapsing pile of stones and sending all three into
the air.

   His hands reached into the air wildly as he flipped head over heel,
shattered stone striking him from every direction. Adrenaline and fear
spiked through him as he saw the rapidly approaching ground and realised
he’d completely misjudged the situation.

   April’s hand snagged his, the demiangel pulling him tight against
her, and the tumble became a spiral as she tried to control their
descent. He could see her face flinching at every strike of debris that
she protected him from. See the blood running down her face from a gash
on her forehead.

   They hit the ground, shooting across it in a skidding trail of blood
and feathers as she protected him.

   The angel’s wings flicked out from beneath him, and she smiled down
at him, “We’re going to be okay.”

   “No!” The Commander yelled and tried to knock her to the side. The
flames billowed down, burning and blistering his own skin as the woman
he had chosen was immolated.

   The repugnant smell of burning hair filled the air, mixing with the
disturbing smell of charred meat. Her eyes flickered for a moment, and
she collapsed down against his chest. Still.

   The Commander found himself on his knees, cradling her head, “No, no.
You have to wake up. I need you, April. I need you back. Please wake
up.”

   Vee dropped into the ground nearby like a meteor, tossing up a wall
of shadows to block as the dragon attempted another run at turning him
to ash.

   Why had she done it? Why had April protected him? He didn’t care what
System said this was. This wasn’t right. She was a person with memories
and hopes and dreams of her own.

   Now she was gone.

   Rose skidded to his side, wielding a sword larger than she was,
“Commander. It isn’t safe. We need to keep moving.”

   “Fuck you.” He felt tears trickling down his face, the anger
exploding into being and making him shake with rage. “Fuck this. Fuck
all of this!”

   He stood up, and found the dragon in the skies, descending to kill
them all. He hadn’t understood where he was, or what it would mean. He
doubted he’d ever get a handle on this place, and he didn’t want to.

   “Varrakeen.” He ordered as his hand grabbed Rose’s sword hilt.

   In an instant he found himself falling from above the dragon. It
didn’t matter how he got there, this is where he wanted to be. If he
died here, then at least he might get a do over. A way to save her.

   April.

   The dragon seemed to sense him, spinning in the air to look up at him
in shock. The flames shot towards him, and he didn’t care as his skin
boiled and ruptured. He didn’t care as he lost his sight.

   The blade slammed home with a wrenching in his arms and a crunch. He
forced it deeper with a yell, and then used all the strength he had left
to rip upwards and to the side.

   He barely felt the impact when it came.

   STATUS: UNCONSCIOUS.



                                 — — —


   “Commander? Commander! Com... Please wake up. Please.”

   He groaned weakly as the words seemed to filter through an underwater
bubble. The noise was all muted, as if he were deaf. He wished that the
rest of his senses were as dull.

   His skin was burning. The heat was choking him, and the pain was
something else entirely. He let out a ragged grasp and tried to open his
eyes, but nothing happened. The world was still dark.

   “Commander?” The dull voice asked desperately.

   SKILL ACQUIRED: SPIRIT SIGHT. ONE ADDITIONAL SKILL POINT REMAINING.

   He blinked in surprise as a flood of strange colours flowed over him
and highlighted the area. He could see frightened faces staring down at
him, surrounded by the fluctuating auras he’d only begun to learn to
read.

   He winced, “Rose.”

   He just about screamed as the fist punched him in the face, cracking
his neck with whiplash as his head shot sideways. “The fuck!?”

   The woman yelled back at him, “Don’t you ever do that to me again!”

   He grimaced, forcing himself upright even though he could barely
breathe in the position and looked around. He was lying beside the
hulking corpse of a dragon, which sort of surprised him. But that wasn’t
what he was looking for.

   He saw her. There was no aura. She almost seemed like a part of the
environment, all dull and grey. He rolled onto his hands and knees and
found that he was too shaky to stand, so he did the only thing he could
and began crawling.

   Strong hands lifted him up from under his arms, burning his skin
where they touched.

   SKILL ACQUIRED: INCOMBUSTIBLE.

   He felt like someone had just blasted him with an arctic fan. The
heat completely dissipated in an instance. He took a deep breath, and
continued his assisted stagger over to fall beside April.

   INDICATE: LEVEL UP COMPLETE.

   He touched her face gently, and the tears began streaming down his
face again. Seeing her this way, dull and almost invisible against the
background, just made it all the worse.

   He felt an arm around his shoulders, “She did what she thought was
right, Commander.”

   “She had no idea it was coming.” He croaked his reply, “She wasn’t
trying to protect me. She was in the wrong place at the wrong time. This
wasn’t some heroic moment. It was dumb, blind luck. She didn’t deserve
this.”

   He heard the creak and rustle as the others sat down around him, and
her. He took a deep breath, and bent down and kissed her frozen
forehead. “I chose her.”

   He chose her.

   She died, because he chose her. This was System’s doing. She had made
six women for him, not seven. Vee wasn’t an extra he’d unlocked, she was
always intended to be part of the story.

   It wasn’t some fluke of luck that the dragon had been able to come
out of nowhere... It had to be a scripted event. He hadn’t been able to
react until April died, until Rose arrived with her sword.

   “I’m going to kill her.” He growled and stood up slowly.

   Rose looked up at him wide-eyed, “Who?”

   “System.” He stated, before bending down and picking up April’s limp
and heavy body. Alice tucked her wings across her chest, and steadied
the burden on the other side. The witch’s face was grim, and silent.

   “What would she have wanted?” The Commander demanded.

   Vee appeared out of the corner of his vision, arms crossed. “Angels
burn. A pyre.”



                                 — — —


   The flames crackled quietly on the hilltop out of the town as the
small group of people stood around the platform, watching their friend
dissolve to ash. All of them were silent, barely daring to breathe.

   He stood alone, feeling more alone than he had in so very long.

   All he had ever shared with her was a single moment. They had laughed
nervously, not quite sure of who each of them was. Strangers considering
the possibility of a future where things were less uncomfortable.

   He’d promised her. Promised that he would take her into the town, to
do whatever it was that people in this place did for a date. Except, it
wasn’t just a date or a promise. He had intended to make a life here.
Make her that life.

   Now, she was gone.

   Rose approached him carefully, standing just behind him, beside him.
She might even believe he couldn’t see her. The way he saw the world now
was... Less constrained. Yet, it had drawbacks. He couldn’t close his
eyes and see nothing. Couldn’t hide the sight as another feather
dissolved.

   “What is it?”

   Rose took another deep breath and stepped up beside him, “She was
like a sister to me. You’re not alone, Commander. Not in this. If SYSTEM
hurt her... If this was its doing... I will fight right by your side.”

   “No. You won’t.” He replied firmly, quietly.

   If he let anyone else fight beside him, then their death was more
than just a possibility. The game was infinitely adaptable. The pawns
couldn’t hope to take the queen. They would be burned if he chose to
attack. Sacrificed in an effort to redirect him.

   He had to admit, that it would work. And him knowing it, meant that
System would as well.

   You can’t fight the system from within. So long as System made the
rules, as long as the game was hers, there was nothing that he could do.
She might even allow him a vengeance quest. But it wouldn’t end in her
destruction.

   His only hope, the only way out of this, was something she had
suggested when he met her in person. That he had no level cap, and could
potentially become even more powerful than she was.

   His path out of this was to play the game until the game could no
longer play him.

   To do that, he would have to become ruthless. He would have to stop
seeing these people as that. He would need to be able to cut down a
swarm of bandits without seeing the fear. He would have to not flinch in
the face of a screaming monster.

   He couldn’t do that with these mirrors of his conscience lying
nearby.

   “I’m leaving, Rose. I don’t know when I’ll be back. If I’ll be back.”
He sighed, “I want to. The whole point of this... Is for you, and Vee,
and Erica and Alice and Taylor and even Agate. I will come back for you
if I succeed. But I don’t want you anywhere near me until I do.”

   “Asshole.” Rose said bitterly, “You don’t have to. We’re in this
together. I have always had your back.”

   “This time... Let me have yours.” He said quietly and put an arm
around her shoulders and squeezed. “I need you to trust me, Rose. Trust
your stupid asshole jerk of a Commander.”

   The woman fell into him, burying her head into his chest. She wasn’t
arguing. She was just grieving. She’d lost her sister, and now she was
going to lose the man that they had fought over.

   It wasn’t fair.

   He didn’t change his mind.



                                 — — —


   “Hey, traveller!” One of the two men beside the fire waved as he
walked down the road.

   He walked up and placed his hands over the fire and nodded his head,
“Evening.”

   The other shrugged, “Where you headed? Better to stop for the night.”

   “Hunting someone.” The Commander replied, “They’ve got a head start
on me, unfortunately.”

   The other nodded slowly, “A bounty, then? I’m a merchant. On my way
to Viz. This here is Jock, and he’s a penniless asshole.”

   “Hey.” The man said with insult, “I’m not penniless. I’m broke. But
my cousin lined up a job for me in Viz.”

   The Commander nodded quietly, “Lo Talbin. Be glad he’s ahead of you
instead of behind.”

   “Talbin.” The unnamed merchant said in fear, “He’s the one been
hitting the caravans, isn’t he? Pinching gold and salt meant for the
cities. Nice to see Salt & Spice finally taking an interest.”

   Jock leaned forward, “Hold on, I know you. Burned face, hunter. White
eyes. You’re him... Aren’t you? The Commander?”

   The merchant froze up and looked at him, “You’re the Headsman of Salt
& Spice?”

   “Long time since I worked for Salt & Spice.” He took a deep breath.
It wasn’t actually all that long. Probably only a couple months. Life on
the road had changed him, hardened him. Made it so he could do what was
necessary.

   The sword flew from his scabbard before the merchant could stand,
sticking through the man’s throat as he held the head from behind,
steadying him as the man began to choke, paralysed.

   He dropped him to the ground and crouched, tearing open the shirt to
reveal the brand on his chest that had once marked him as a thief.
“Jock. Meet Lo Talbin.”

   The other man wiped his forehead nervously, “I didn’t know nothing.”

   “Calm down.” The Commander replied as he wiped his sword on the shirt
of the dead man before sheathing it. “Before you get yourself hurt.”

   He stood up and pulled out his warrant to look at it again. All the
markings matched, but to collect the bounty in Viz he was expected to
deliver. Not just a piece of the man, like he had in the past. The whole
thing.

   He scratched his chin and put it away, “Talbin have a horse?”

   Jock nodded weakly and pointed at the two nags tied up nearby, “White
one is mine.”

   It was obviously a lie, but he didn’t care either way. He just didn’t
want to drag the man all the way by himself. Though, dragging a body in
the dark wasn’t a good idea. All he’d do is collect a band of wolves.

   He sat down beside the fire, leaning back on the soft ground,
“Staying the night. Wasn’t planning on this happening, not right away.
Would have preferred alive.”

   Jock nodded, “Sure. Wouldn’t mind a bodyguard. Bandits in these
parts. Apparently sharing my fire, too. He’s really Talbin?”

   “Yeah.” The Commander sighed and looked up at the stars wheeling
overhead, at the massive storm of comets still streaking the sky, like
they had since the night when April had died. “Fell in love with his own
legend. Hit the wrong caravan. Put Taylor in the hospital.”

   Jock jumped in surprise as a woman walked up behind him out of the
dark. She sat down across from him, glaring through the flames. “You
tried to leave me behind again.”

   The Commander sighed, “Jock, Vee. My summon and constant shadow.
Despite being ordered to stay where she’s actually needed.”

   “Use my name if you mean it.”

   He looked back at the flames, “I did that once. Still feel guilty. It
wasn’t our deal.”

   Jock swallowed, “So... You... Clothe... Your summons? She’s an
Avatar, right?”

   “Devil.” Vee stated and glared over at him, “Feel free to try and
take my clothes off. I’ll strip your skin in return.”

   The Commander couldn’t help but smile.

   “Feisty.” Jock nodded, “Careful with her if you’re heading to Viz.
Though, I suppose I don’t know which way you’ll head in the morning.
Maybe back towards Salt.”

   “Why?” He asked curiously.

   “Viz isn’t a safe place.” Jock shook his head, “The Regent has been
persecuting magic users. No idea why. But summons get destroyed on
sight. Spell scrolls and books get burned in the town square. Even heard
there might be witch burnings soon.”

   The Commander nodded grimly. He’d heard similar rumours about the
town. A place that had been seized control by an angry upstart soldier
who had immediately turned Viz into a vassal state on the condition he
get to be the asshole in charge.

   So far, it made him untouchable. Nobody wanted a war with Farangah to
the south. The barbarian hoarde was itching for a fight, and specialised
in beserkers. The prospect of a full blown war was bringing everyone
down. Making them nervous and confused. Making opportunities for others
who thought they’d enjoy it.

   Didn’t matter to him. It was a distraction, nothing more. He had no
intention of getting embroiled in politics. He could be a weapon in the
war, but that was one side quest he would rather ignore.

   “You should go home, Vee.”

   The woman sneered angrily, the flames growing as she did, “I go where
you go. Always. That’s the deal.”

   The Commander tried a different line of thinking, “Your horns are
starting to grow in. They were just specks of gravel a few weeks ago.”

   The tiny pointed stubs were still pretty much hidden in her hair, but
definitely pointed now. Likely to hurt if someone tried to pat her on
the head without realising, maybe even cut open their palm.

   The devil flushed, “Jerk.”

   “You must be young, for a devil.” The Commander pressed on, “I wonder
how young you really are? Do I have to be worried about your parents?
They might come looking for the man who summoned their daughter. Is that
why you wanted out of the Shadow World? Were you grounded?”

   “It won’t work, Commander.” Vee said, blinking back tears. “I’m not
leaving your side. I don’t want to. Hurting me isn’t going to make me
hate you. You already did that when you tried to leave in the middle of
the night. Rose was the only one you told.”

   “She knows what she’s doing.” He shrugged, “Rose can keep things
together until I come back. She would have stuck by you. Can’t say that
of many demidemons. Protecting a devil.”

   Jock looked between them, “She... Is your summon, right?”

   “Yeah.” The Commander nodded, “But that doesn’t mean she’s not my
equal. She has her freedom, Jock. The world didn’t end, neither. She’s
as much a person as you are.”

   That was literally true.

   WARNING: HIGH LEVEL ENEMIES HAVE ENTERED THE AREA.

   He scuffed dirt into the fire and rolled onto his stomach. He waved
at Jock to get down silently. The man hesitated, and found his mouth
eating dirt as Vee pounced on him.

   The three lay there quietly, whilst Jock wondered what the heck was
going on.

   Right up until the ground began to shake. They felt them, heard them,
long before the horses came into sight. Black riders, not a torch flame
among them, charging headlong through the night at full pace.

   It didn’t take them long to pass by, there were only a dozen of them.

   The Commander took a deep breath and sat up slowly, “Shit.”

   “Who were they?” Jock asked in fear, “Someone who wants you dead?
Bandits?”

   Vee reignited the fire with a snap of her fingers and lay down beside
it in the dirt. She drew idly in the soil, “They were what they looked
like. Riders of an apocalypse or some such crap. No world lasts forever,
not even the afterlife.”

   “War. Riders. Disease.” Jock shook his head, “Maybe it is the end of
the world.”

   “Disease?” The Commander asked.

   Jock nodded, “Heard it from my cousin. There’s an outbreak of
something in the countryside. Hasn’t reached Viz yet. Never expected
superbugs to be immune to magic as well as antibiotics. Should have
guessed.”

   Vee looked over towards him accusingly, “Sounds like someone has
pissed off the gods. So they decided to end us all.”

   System said she wasn’t a god. He didn’t know if there really were
gods in this place or if it was just a cultural thing. He’d certainly
met believers, and disbelievers. It probably didn’t matter, in the end.

   He shrugged and lay down on the soil, looking up at the strange
starscape that he could see in his mind.

   It didn’t take him long to begin drifting off.



                                 — — —


   The sky was blood red as he ran down the paved streets, his feet
aching with each slap of boot. He could hear the roar filling the air
behind him, windows shattering as it came closer.

   “Commander!” A voice cried, and knocked him flat to the ground.

   He rolled over, reaching up and seeing April’s sad face. She didn’t
accuse him, she didn’t say a word. She smiled softly as his fingers
touched her with trepidation and she began to dissolve into ash, blown
away in the wind.

   Standing behind where she had been, eyes twinkling with amusement,
was the woman with a face full of circuits.

   He tried to stand, to fight her.

   He found himself running down the street again.

   “Commander!”



                                 — — —


   He woke up to Vee cooking yams. The white vegetable sizzled in the
frypan resting on the hot coals, whilst the devil sat back and stared at
a small bug that had landed on the back of her hand with utter
fascination.

   It was odd to watch the dark-souled woman acting like a child. She
had lived in a different world. He didn’t know if she’d been summoned
here before. And she had utterly refused to tell him how old she
actually was.

   “You’re staring.” She said softly, still eyeing her bug.

   The Commander sighed, “You’re cooking. Trying to convince me I
shouldn’t leave you behind?”

   “Who said I was sharing?”

   He smiled at the playful banter, “Well, for one, you don’t eat
vegetables. Carnivore.”

   “Who said anyone was going to eat them?”

   He rolled his eyes, and tried to distract her with a new approach.
“Ever seen a ladybug before?”

   “Is that what it is. It’s cute.” Vee stated, and instantly regretted
the second statement. Her mind kicking itself for using a word that
implied such weakness. It was unfitting of a high born devil.

   “More of a lady than the princess in front of me.” He teased.

   Vee glared at him, “Reading my mind, again?”

   “Just searching for your age.” He shrugged, “Still have no idea. Are
you a child? An ancient power? Sort of important to be able to tell
those apart, eventually.”

   “Asshole.” She rolled her eyes.

   “Huh?” Jock groaned, sitting up still inside his sleeping bag. Well,
sleeping bag made of hides. An afterlife twist on a modern classic.
Comfortable, but not exactly the easiest thing to transport.

   Vee made a disappointed face as the ladybug flew away. “Surrounded by
assholes.”

   The Commander stood up, looking at the fly-riddled body lying nearby.
“Long way to go. Go home, Vee.”

   “Fuck you, master.” She replied and picked up the frying pan, “You
can wait for breakfast, at least.”

   Jock laughed tiredly, “Are you two still going at it? Can’t you just
kiss and make up already?”

   The Commander looked at him with irritation, and then glanced at the
fried food. “I could sit and eat. Or, I could get a chance to run from
you. Inspire you to... Go. Home.”

   “Fuck. You.” Vee replied just as firmly, and with the same tone.

   From the red sparks that crossed her skin, she actually meant it this
time. The contract was still willing to punish her, but only if she put
her heart into the disrespect. She wouldn’t be shadowing him like this
if she really hated him.

   She struggled against it, but it was a losing battle and she ended up
on the ground curled into the fetal position. It took everything in him
not to rush to her side. To try and comfort her through it.

   “Divine Punishment.” Jock mused, “S’pose she really is an Avatar
then. Didn’t quite believe you’d managed to make a deal with a devil.
Especially with the way she talks to you.”

   He walked over and began saddling the horse. The animal could tell he
wasn’t a practised hand, and stamped nervously as he began pulling the
belts or whatever across the stomach. He let down the stirrups to a
guessed height, before pulling the whip from the saddle bags and walking
over and disturbing a gigantic cloud of flied that just about swarmed
him. In his ears, his mouth, up his nose.

   He snorted and shook his head as he bent over and began tying the
rope around the dead man’s ankles. That done, he pulled out a sheet and
wrapped it around the body, to prevent it becoming unrecognisable in the
short distance he would need to travel.

   He felt Vee staring at him, horrified. Felt her suddenly feeling a
crushing weight of loneliness. She finally understood what he wanted her
to do. She’d recovered, but he hadn’t even made a motion to care that
she was hurting.

   He’d never got around to fulfilling his side of the deal, finding a
way to let her share his power. So she had no idea what he was actually
thinking. It hurt, but it was better this way. He couldn’t risk anyone
else dying, not until he had control of the game.

   “I can’t stay with the others.”

   He glanced back at her, “You say something?”

   “I can’t go back!” Vee shouted, launching to her feet, “I... I’m not
one of them, Commander. I’m a devil. A summon. I’m a nobody. You’re the
only one who ever... Why don’t you care?”

   He shrugged and finished attaching the man to the horse, and pulled
himself up onto the saddle. His hands rested on the pommel a moment,
“April’s dead, Vee. That’s the only thing I care about.”

   INDICATE: VARRAKEEN WILL REMEMBER THAT.

   “I didn’t kill her.” The devil said as tears began to openly roll
down her face. He looked away from her, unable to cope with the sight of
someone who prided themselves in strength above all else... Simply
falling apart.

   “She’s dead, all the same.” He began to lead the horse back towards
the road, “I’m going to kill System. Until then... Don’t hold out hope.”

   “Break the contract.” Vee snapped.

   He twisted in the saddle to look back at her, “How?”

   “Just... Say it. Tell me the contract is done.” Vee glared at him,
hatred in her red eyes.

   “Our contract is dissolved.”

   WARNING: CONTRACT BROKEN. PUNISHMENT COMMENCING.

   He fell from the horse, which bucked into the air as it panicked from
the magic. Red lightning pierced his skin, igniting his nerves one by
one in a cascade. Cracking his teeth as his jaw wired itself shut.
Rending the muscles in his shoulders as they tried to detach themselves
from the bone. Popping ligaments as he was forced into a tighter and
tighter ball.

   “Vas! Ans! La vik’ta’klear!” Vee’s voice roared through the air,
cutting through his pain and cutting it away. He went limp, exhausted
and unable to move. Had she... Saved him? After he attempted to banish
her back to the Shadow World?

   INDICATE: ERRORS OCCURRED. REQUEST TRACEBACK?

   He was rolled onto his back as the woman knocked the air out of him
by sitting on his chest. Vee glared down at him. She didn’t slap him. He
felt his nose break and bleed both inwards and outwards as her fist
slammed into him and embedded his head into the dirt.

   INDICATE: HEALTH AT CRITICAL LEVELS. SEEK EMERGENCY MEDICAL TREATMENT
IMMEDIATELY.

   He looked at her blankly as the tears continued to fall. He didn’t
know if she truly hated his existence, and was just upset with him. All
he did know was that another one of those punches, and the game was
probably over.

   He didn’t really care if she ended it.

   Vee took a deep breath, “You are the biggest asshole I have ever met.
I have known kings and warlocks with more manners than you. You’re
trying to protect me. By forcing me away. That doesn’t work in the last
world, why the goddamn motherfuck would it work in this one?”

   “I told you to go home. I broke the contract.” He stated, his voice
weaker than he’d expected. He probably was on a timer to seek help
before he expired. But breathing was very nearly optional right now.

   Vee flicked him gently in the head, “Idiot. I’m not going anywhere.
You never fulfilled your side of the bargain. If I wanted to go back to
the Shadow World, I could have. Instead, I suffered. I burned, just like
you did. For you. You need me. Especially because you don’t see it.”

   “I’m not losing anyone else.”

   Vee shrugged, “That’s nice. But you’re going to die unless you let me
help.”

   “Blackmailer.”

   The devil laughed softly, “Duh. What am I, again?”

   “Terrible.” The Commander wheezed, “I’m not changing my mind. Rather
end it all here than watch even one of you die again.”

   Vee shook her head, beginning to cry again. “You see me just like the
others. Like Rose or Taylor. Weird, different, but a person all the
same. Nobody else does. I’m a summon. No one even sees me. No one ever
has. I’m losing that.”

   “Apparently you are.” He smiled weakly, “Braindead soon enough.”

   “The bleed isn’t going to kill you for another few minutes.” Vee
retorted, “In which time, I’m not moving. You’re going to have to let me
help you. Even you are afraid of death, Commander.”

   “’Course I am.” He smiled at her, “Because I’ll have to do it all
over again. And I can’t. I can’t watch April burn. If not her, than
someone else.”

   “That... Sounds like purgatory.” Vee blinked, “But... Won’t you just
move on to the next world?”

   “Is there even a next world?” He shrugged. “I just know I’m going to
be punished. I let April die. I couldn’t protect her. I... I promised
the world. Instead, she turned to ash in front of me.”

   “You’re not the only one who lost her.” Vee snapped, “Think of the
others. They didn’t have freaking amnesia. Think about Rose. She lost
you to April, and then had to watch when she lost someone she thought of
a sister... And then you walked out of her life. Forever. Stop lying
that you’ll be coming back. You’ve never looked back. You’re selfish.”

   “Yes. So give up.”

   Vee poked him in the eyes. “Asshole! That isn’t the right answer.”

   He blinked painful as his eyes watered, “I burned out my eyes and
they can still hurt! What kind of crap is this? I’m never coming back,
Vee. I don’t care what answer you want. You won’t find it here.”

   INDICATE: VARRAKEEN WILL REMEMBER THAT.

   “You made me do this.”

   He felt confusion as something snapped closed around his throat,
almost choking him. He grabbed at it instinctively, and felt trying to
burn his skin. Steam emerged uselessly, his hands dehydrating and
cracking, but nothing more than that. Nothing could burn him anymore.

   It was some sort of collar, with a chain at the throat... “Did you
just put a slave collar on me?”

   Vee stood up off his chest, jerking on the chain, “Stand.”

   It felt like someone was using him as a puppet. This was not how he
had expected this particular conversation to go. The game was infinitely
adaptable. He tried to push away someone, to keep them safe. The game
found a way to force it on him.

   “Shit.”

   Vee stood in front of him, and pricked her thumb on one of her horns,
and smeared her blood on his cheeks, which was a rather disturbing way
to go about things. Then she lifted a hand in his face, glowing with a
bright red energy, “Lan tal retua.”

   He shivered as he felt the magic flow through him.

   INDICATE: HEALTH RESTORED.

   He tugged at the chain, and then glared at her, “So. What now? Or
didn’t you think that far ahead?”

   “We’re going back to Salt.” She stated angrily, and began to walk
back down the road. The chain jerked and he found himself walking and
completely unable to stop.

   Jock stared after them in confusion.

   Vee waved at him, “Go collect the bounty, idiot.”



                                 — — —


   Slave magic was one of the grossest things anyone had ever invented.
Vee had dropped the chain when it was time to stop for lunch. Try as he
might, he couldn’t lift the final link from the ground. He could pull
and push at the rest of the chain, but that one might as well be
embedded a mile underground.

   Her suggestions became his actions, without any involvement on his
own part.

   Vee looked at him angrily, “It’s your fault.”

   “My fault.” The Commander rolled his eyes and finally gave up and sat
down beside the flickering flames. “My fault you stalked me halfway to
another city. My fault you decided the best thing to do was break the
contract so that you can physically own me. I’m your property now. And
that’s all my fault.”

   “Yes.” Vee glared, daring him to disagree.

   He shook his head and lay down on the ground, “And you think this is
somehow better? That I will ever forgive you for this?”

   “Well then, we’re even.” Vee sneered, “You go and make me a... And
then you up and abandon me. If I didn’t come for you, my family would
have.”

   “Family.” He said tiredly, “They all as big assholes as you are?”

   “Dad’s the High King. So, I’d say he’s worse. Even you don’t compare
to his fat ass.” Vee said angrily.

   He rolled onto his side with a clink of silver, “Did... You use me...
To run away from home, Vee?”

   She shrugged, “Maybe.”

   He laughed softly, “So that’s what you really got out of the
contract, then. Still leaves me thinking you’re a child. As does this
drawing out. Most women don’t like talking about their age, but they’re
at least willing to give you a ballpark. What are you? Hundreds?
Thousands?”

   “Idiot.” Vee shook her head, “Apparently you’ve forgotten. Let me
remind you. You let me name you. You’re my Tereksor.”

   REMINDER: THE ACT OF GIVING A NAME TO ANOTHER IS CONSIDERED A
BETROTHAL CEREMONY IN MANY SPECIES.

   He shrugged, “Some cultures arrange marriages when they’re still
kids. They don’t get married for decades afterwards.”

   “I’m twenty one.” Vee said with irritation, “Not that it matters.”

   He rolled back, “Didn’t you give up once you realised I had someone
else? I did my best not to hide the fact I had April.”

   “You earned my undying loyalty. Bastard.” Vee replied, “I told you
that, too. When we first met. The pact never mattered. You treated me
like an equal. You let me name you. I didn’t care if you never saw me
the same way. That was just something I would have to live with.”

   “Undying.” He mused, “You going to become a lich that haunts me, one
day?”

   “Idiot.”

   He glanced over at her, and shrugged, “I know nothing about devils.
Or why you’re so self conscious about your horns. Or why you think
enslaving me is an appropriate response to being dumped.”

   Vee’s fist clenched, “You’re trying to hurt me. Again. Hasn’t worked
since you left Salt.”

   “Sure it has.” He sneered and looked back at the sky overhead,
“You’re just too stupid to realise it.”

   She landed atop him, and the dirt beside his head exploded from the
punch. “Keep it up, and I will bring you back in pieces! A little
necromancy, and Rose can be the one to put you back together. Shut. The
fuck. Up!”

   “Haven’t you realised I’m not worth it yet?”

   Vee grabbed either side of his head and screamed at him, a sound of
sheer frustration and rage. A motion that let him see her many fangs and
that her throat itself seemed to be lined with teeth, which is something
he could have done without knowing. There also seemed to be a slit down
her jaw on the inside, like it could split open with a hinge. That’d add
an extra level of disturbing.

   The devil took a deep breath and let him go, leaning on the ground
beside his shoulders. “Undying. Loyalty. You can’t get rid of me,
Commander. Not now, not ever. I will... Always... Be yours. No matter
how badly you hurt me. No matter how much you make me hate myself. Even
if you sleep with every other woman in the world. Choose to try and live
with all of them. I will be yours.”

   “If you’re twenty one, and presumably an adult, how come your horns
are still growing?”

   She stood up in a huff, “Seriously. Can’t you stop being a jerk for
three seconds?”

   “I seriously don’t understand.” He shrugged, “But... I’ll stop trying
to stop you. You put the collar on me. You won this battle. I don’t have
a choice about going back to Salt. Just don’t expect me to be happy
about it. Especially if anyone takes it off.”

   Vee sat down by the fire, chin on her knees, “It’s a female thing,
okay? People tend to... Develop... Once they get involved with someone
else for the first time. Right?”

   “Some of my girlfriends got bigger in the past.” He agreed slowly,
remembering what had seemed like a second puberty to him. And made him
worry he had too much testosterone or something.

   “Same idea.” Vee sighed, “I’m mature physically... But not...
Entirely... Sexually. The horns will show off that I’m taken to other
devils. That I can’t be marked as territory anymore, because someone
else has already marked me.”

   “Devils mate for life.” He said in surprise, “Well, that’s going to
suck for you.”

   “Shut up.” Vee sneered.

   He didn’t have a choice. His mouth kept itself closed at her order.
It wasn’t something he had considered before. That devils were
territorial wasn’t exactly a surprise. That the idea extended to their
relationships made sense. His choice to be kind during her summoning had
a permanent and lifelong effect. She really couldn’t abandon him, not
the way he had abandoned her.

   She had an intangible slavery collar around her own neck.

   “Stop pitying me.”

   He shrugged, “Sorry. Seems the collar doesn’t control my emotions.”

   Vee through a clump of dirt at him, and looked back at the fire, “So
you finally get it. Only took months.”

   He sat up, brushing the dirt out of his hair, “Vee. Can I ask you a
question?”

   “That’s new.” She sneered, “Asking permission to try and hurt me.”

   “Why don’t you hate me?”

   She let out a very long sigh, “Fuck if I know. But pity is just...
Worse. I’d rather you be a bastard than pity me.”

   “Oh, I’m still a bastard.” He laughed bitterly, “But you put a slave
collar on me. Can’t exactly run away anymore. Just have to wait until
one of the others removes it before I can do anything.”

   “You’re a terrible person. And a terrible liar.” Vee replied quietly.

   “I don’t want anyone else to get hurt.” He replied, barely above a
whisper. “If that means making you all hate me... Fine. You can get over
that. Get over me.”

   “I can’t!” Vee snapped, “You’re my Tereksor. How do you not get that,
yet?”

   He sighed, “I know. But better off alone than dead.”

   “Strongly disagree.” Vee snarled.

   He stared at her in shock, and dragged himself around the edge of the
fire to sit beside her, nearly at the limit of the chain. “Vee.”

   She shrugged, still glaring at the flames.

   “What do you mean you’d rather be dead?” The Commander insisted.

   She punched the ground, cracking it, “What I said.”

   “That’s insane!”

   She glared at him, “Fuck you. I have tried and tried to get you to
understand! I can’t be marked by anyone else. I can’t exist away from
you. I would rather be ignored for the rest of your life than spend any
of it... Without... Idiot!”

   She stopped, her chest heaving and tears running down her face.

   He took one of her hands gently, “Talk to me.”

   “Go fuck yourself.” She pulled it away.

   “You’re right. I don’t get it. But I’m listening, now. I’m not trying
to push you away. I’m not thinking about anyone or anything else. You
have my attention. Try. Please.” The Commander urged her, knowing that
he’d already stepped passed the line too often with her.

   “I... I don’t have a soul anymore. Not really.” She shuddered, “I...
You’re the... Only... I don’t know! I don’t care. I hate you.”

   “You hate me for choosing April. And for losing her. And for losing
myself when I lost her.”

   “Yes.”

   He took a deep breath, “I... Don’t plan to be... Like this forever. I
have a goal, a job to do. I was coming back. To see you and each of the
others as people. As more. Vengeance doesn’t mean I was planning on
committing suicide.”

   “You can’t stop SYSTEM.” Vee shook her head.

   The Commander sighed, considering, and then sat down beside her
properly, “Probably not. Can’t even stop you, it seems. You could have
you want, if you knew what it was. Not like I could stop you, right
now.”

   “I’m not going to fucking rape you.” Vee said with disgust, “I
just... Wanted you to listen. Make you hear the others. Maybe you’ll
listen to them.”

   “You got through, Varrakeen. You got through.”

   She shivered at the use of her name, and looked up at him wide-eyed.
“What does that mean?”

   “I’ll go wherever you want. Collar or no collar.” He shrugged, “We
don’t have a contract anymore. You’re not just a summon to anyone else.
You can do whatever you want, and I will be right there beside you. If
that’s what you want.”

   “You’re trying to get me to take the collar off.” She glared at him.

   He smiled, “Yes. But you don’t need it. I won’t run. And I won’t hit
you. I won’t insult you. I’ve done enough damage for one lifetime.”

   She looked away from him, “Bastard.”

   “Can’t say that’ll change. Feel like a piece of me died when April
did. Still have nightmares. I can’t save her. Can’t avenge her. But...
But she’s not here. You are. I don’t want to see you dead, too. I don’t
want to hurt you.”

   “I told you not to pity me.” Vee grated.

   He tried to put an arm on her shoulder but she shrugged him off.
“It’s not all pity, Varrakeen. I do care what happens to you. Wouldn’t
have cared if you followed, otherwise. I’m just realising the depth to
where I stabbed you. I don’t deserve the collar removed. But... Do you
really want to head back to Salt? You’d probably enjoy the others
stripping me down. But what then? What do you want? I will follow,
whatever you decide.”

   “I want what I can’t have.” She snarled, “Tereksor.”

   “I’m not that kind. Not living up to the name.” He shrugged, “But
you’re as cute as ever.”

   “Player.”

   The Commander chuckled, “Not sure that still applies to me. I
abandoned my life to go murder someone for killing one girl. Not looking
for another relationship. I just don’t want to hurt you anymore.”

   Vee snapped her fingers and the collar undid, “Go away. Run back to
Viz. I won’t follow.”

   “I gave you my word.” The Commander shook his head, “Where you go, I
go.”

   The collar fell to the ground, the chain chiming as it struck it.
There was a moment, like the entire world was holding its breath,
waiting to see what he would do. It was anticlimactic. He did nothing at
all.

   Vee glared at him, “I told you to go!”

   He shrugged, “Since when does the master do what the summon demands?”

   “Not your summon anymore.” She sneered.

   “Only your Tereksor.”

   “Not even that.” Vee replied firmly.

   That was different. Not just a change in attitude... “I’m going to go
ahead and violate your privacy.”

   She breathed in sharply, but it was too late. He was inside her mind,
staring at the thought that had her wanting to push him away. Her turn
to try and force him away, in an effort to protect him.

   “Holy fuck.”

   Vee glared, “Run. Please.”

   “No. Thankyou.” The Commander replied and looked around, “I don’t
sense anything yet. Are you sure you detected him on his way here?”

   “To kill you.” Vee growled, “Your turn to run. You can’t fight me,
let alone him.”

   “Why would your father want to kill me? Because I insulted you?” The
Commander asked in confusion.

   Vee stood up and shoved him, “I told you to go. Please stop being
stupid.”

   “Oh.” He winced, “To free from me. To let you be... What did you call
it? Being marked? By someone else.”

   “A particular someone else.” Vee shuddered. “Gods above. Run.
Please.”

   “Nah.” He smiled at her and stroked her cheek, “Time to meet the
in-laws.”

   She didn’t get a chance to reply. The ground shattered open in a
giant column of flame, and an enormous amount of magic. The man who
emerged from it could barely be called a man. He had a vaguely
man-shaped body... But had more thorns and bones and claws than was
reasonable for any one thing to have.

   He was also three times the Commander’s height.

   “Welcome.” He smiled and gave a sweeping bow, “High King of the
Shadow World.”

   The creature paused in surprise, and looked between him and Vee and
back again. “Who the fuck is this, Keena?”

   “I call her, Vee.” He said as he straightened, “And you already I
know who I am, or you wouldn’t be here at all.”

   The creature’s various spiky appendages grew slightly, “You dare to
name the Daughter of the High King?”

   He shrugged, “She gave me a name, too. Only seems fair.”

   Vee sprang in front of him, a shield of shadows appearing and
shattering in almost the exact same moment. Her hands barely caught his
fist, knocking the both of them backwards. “Papa!”

   The man glared down at her, “You are interfering, Keena.”

   “He named me!” She shouted back at him angrily, “I am marked, father.
You have no choice, no authority, in this matter. Your coming here is an
insult. I won’t let you hurt him.”

   “He cannot defend himself.” The creature sneered, “He is unworthy.”

   The Commander rested a hand on Vee’s shoulder and moved her aside,
“I’m fine. Let him do what he’s intending. It’ll be simpler this way.”

   “You can’t -”

   “Vee. Trust me.” He interrupted her.

   The devil twitched, cracking her neck, but took a step backwards. The
thing she called her father lashed out with an enormous billow of
flaming magic. The creature’s every thought was about scalding him off
the face the planet.

   He had just one chance to seize control of the situation, to bend it
to his will. He was a Summoner. Everything about summoning was about
relationships. “Is that your offering?”

   “I offer your destruction!” The man roared, taken in by his anger.

   “I accept.”

   The creature stumbled for a moment, recoiling before falling to his
knees. The Commander crossed his arms, and Vee stepped up beside him,
grabbing his arm like she used to. She kissed his cheek quickly, making
his face redden. “That’s my Tereksor. Impossible.”

   Her father lifted his head weakly, staring at him, “No summoner can
bind me. None!”

   The Commander shrugged, “You’re kinda stupid for the High King,
aren’t you? There’s no point complaining something is impossible if it
just happened. Deal with it, and move on.”

   Lines of red lightning spread across his skin as the devil considered
attacking him, seeking the destruction he had offered. That was the
power of the contract. It couldn’t be broken. If you tried, then you
were punished by all the power in your own body.

   INDICATE: HIGH KING LETO WILL REMEMBER THAT.

   Vee took a deep breath, “Okay. You weren’t entirely an idiot to
stay.”

   The High King of the Shadow World looked between them again, “You’re
determined, Keena. You would tie your life to this short lived
weakling?”

   Vee laughed, “Can’t call him weak anymore, Papa. He has you at his
beck and call. For the rest of his short life. Because you forgot to
watch what you say.”

   “Fuck.” Her father swore.

   “Dismissed, unbroken vow.” The Commander shrugged.

   The devil yelled in fury for a moment as flames consumed him. Vee
glanced at him, “That’s new. Did you study up on summoning? When did you
get the time for that?”

   “Eh... No.” He shook his head, “I just poked around in your dad’s
head for a bit. To see if he’d worked out away around things to hurt me.
Not yet. But he’ll keep trying. He seems to care about you.”

   “Of course he does.” Vee sneered, “I’m meant to become the next High
Queen by marrying the bastard.”

   “Ew.” He winced, “I thought we left freaky stuff like that behind in
the dark ages. Not in this world.”

   “The Shadow World isn’t kind.” Vee stated, making it clear she didn’t
want to discuss it.

   He put his arms around her waist, shocking and embarrassing her.
“Well, I guess it’s official then. I’ve marked you as my own.”

   Her knee crushed his pelvis.



                                 — — —


   “It’s been long enough. Get up.” Vee poked him with her foot.

   “Go where?” He shrugged, “Sunset is only a couple hours away. May as
well stay here for the night.”

   Vee poked him harder, driving her heel into his back. “Salt. I’ll
transport us there. Come on.”

   He sighed and stood up slowly, “Are you sure? The others are going to
be pissed. At the both of us, even if it isn’t fair.”

   She glared silently.

   He stared at her horns.

   Her eyes narrowed, “Not. One. Fucking. Word.”

   He stared at the twisted material. One of her horns curved upwards
for a moment, and then down, like that of a ram. It was now as thick as
his wrist. The other, on the other hand, pointed straight up. At least
it was thick as the other.

   “I guess a hairbrush won’t work.” He couldn’t help himself.

   Vee tried to punch him in the gut, but he didn’t need his intuition
skill to see that one coming and had stepped aside. He caught her from
behind, arms around her waist. He rested his chin on her head, “You
know, I think it’s cute. So you should probably blame me.”

   “I do blame you!” Vee snapped.

   He sighed, “So it’s my fault, somehow?”

   “Yes.” She replied through gritted teeth. “You made them grow too
quickly. And now I’m going to look stupid for the rest of your life.”

   “Cute.” He corrected.

   She stomped on his foot and drove into the ground up to his ankle.

   “Shit.” He gasped as he let her go, “Thank the stars you’re half
decent at healing magic.”

   Vee glared at him, “Flirt.”

   “Why are you getting mad? I claimed you.” The Commander winced,
dragging his broken foot out of the hole. He knelt down and pulled a
healing potion from his pocket. “I would have thought you’d be excited
to rub that one in Rose’s face.”

   Vee breathed in, “You were protecting me.”

   “Wouldn’t have worked on you if it was all one-sided, though.” He
shrugged, “I told you before. I had intended to come back. See you as
people. Women. Not like you escaped my notice. Why do you think I kept
asking your age?”

   She reddened, “Don’t... Tell anyone. That kind of knowledge is...
Personal. Intimate.”

   “So was my reason for asking.” He shrugged. “My little she-devil.”

   “Asshole.” Vee sneered.

   “Would you mind if I kissed you before we teleport?”

   She froze up, surprised. He didn’t wait to give her a chance to hit
him again. He’d lost April in an instant, and he wouldn’t get her back.
He couldn’t hope to ever defeat System. So he wasn’t going to waste any
time, even if he wasn’t entirely certain.

   She was soft to the touch. Softer than any warrior had any right to
be. Her skin was also hot, not just warm. Like a human running a
dangerous fever.

   He kissed her, one arm cradling her neck.

   She didn’t seem to respond at all.

   He pulled back, “Vee?”

   “What do you think you’re doing, master?” She asked, trying to sound
tough but sounding like she was about to cry instead.

   He looked down at her with concern, “Making a choice. And I’m not
your master anymore. Never really was, but the contract is gone. Its
just you and me, now.”

   “And you just take what you want.” Vee sneered.

   He helped her stand up and took a step backwards. Apparently he had
crossed a line. He’d thought he was doing what she wanted. Instead all
he’d done was ended up violating her trust, and her.

   “A selfish thieving bastard. I’m sorry.”

   Her hand came around in a sweeping arc and he braced to be knocked
off his feet. Vee smiled at him sadly as she tapped his cheek lightly,
“Next time, my selfish bastard, you might want to wait for an answer.
Especially as you know shit all about devils.”

   He swallowed nervously, “Sure... What did I do?”

   “You didn’t mean to.” She shrugged and turned away, “So we’ll pretend
it didn’t happen. Ready to go? The others are worried about you.”

   “They can wait five minutes.” He replied.

   Vee sighed heavily, “We’re betrothed, right? From the names.”

   “Yeah.”

   She shrugged, “Betrothals end. They turn into marriages. Sealed with
a promise to love and to hold. To protect, and to cherish.”

   “That doesn’t sound particularly devilish.”

   Vee glared at him, “I was translating. Not sure that you’d get that
giving me the hearts of my enemies is cherishing. Dickwad. Interrupting
dickwad.”

   The Commander shrugged silently.

   “Promise sealed with a kiss.” Vee nearly whispered, her face glum.
Like all the energy had gone out of her and left her utterly exhausted.
Nothing more than a burned out husk.

   After the rapid fire emotions, and binding of her father... He felt
about the same.

   “We can see everyone tomorrow. Why don’t we get some sleep?” He
shrugged.

   Vee nodded weakly, not arguing.

   He didn’t know how to respond to what she’d told him. It wasn’t a
complete shock. But the way she’d explained it... Just tired and sad...
Made him realise just how much the both of them knew this wasn’t what he
wanted.

   He was still grieving.

   If he took Vee as his wife, now, then all he’d end up doing is
hurting her. Breaking her heart and driving her towards her own death.
Ending it all was preferable for a devil than being separated by the one
that marked them.

   He couldn’t enter into this with an uncertain heart.

   The Commander lay down on the mat beside the flames, and drew the
cover up and over him. He couldn’t hear the insects buzzing in the
background. See them as they passed messages back and forth with sounds
and light that nobody else could see.

   Vee lay down on the hard ground, and tucked her hands under her face.
He watched her in all the hardship, closing her eyes and her breathing
slowing. Appearing for all intents and purposes like she was falling
asleep.

   If it weren’t for her silent tears.

   He didn’t know what to do. If she were human, he’d place a blanket
over her. That didn’t seem like a comfort to her though, not with how
hot to the touch she was. He doubted that she could even feel the cold.

   He really knew nothing about devils. The mythology he knew suggested
maybe some kind of Germanic paganism as System’s inspiration, but he
didn’t know enough to take an implication from that. The only two devils
he could name were Lucifer and Lilith. One, a fallen angel, the other
the precursor to woman. Eve’s big sister, in a way.

   Lilith was terrifying, possibly cannibalistic, and an inspiration for
vampirism. As discomforting as those myths were, they didn’t really seem
to fit what Vee and her father were like. She had teeth in her throat,
and he had spines on spines. Seemed like they weren’t really based on
anything at all.

   However, there did seem to be an option to find out.

   He dropped into a vulnerable state, seemingly asleep, but his spirit
detaching from his body and taking flight. He crossed two mountain
ranges and several rivers, just to be safe, and then he used his new
spell.

   Leto emerged spitting fire.

   “Calm down.” He held up his hands, “Wanted to discuss your favourite
topic. Your daughter.”

   The devil sneered, “You are unworthy of her. You will never measure
up to what she deserves. She was to be my bride. Mine!”

   “Gross.” The Commander shook his head, “Anyways... You have to know
what kind of flowers she likes. If you intended to mark her.”

   “No. Why would I?” The High King replied.

   The Commander stared, “Uh... Hello? How exactly... Fights happen in a
relationship. It helps, sometimes, to have a gift. To smooth things
over.”

   “Disgusting.” Leto sneered, “No devil would stoop so low. We possess
what we mark. As territory. I would strike her to remind her of her
place. At my feet.”

   “Wow.” His eyes widened, “That’s a seriously fucked up culture you
got there, buddy. No wonder she hates your guts. You don’t even... See
her... As a... Person.”

   Leto raised an eyebrow, “Why do you speak so slowly, human? Do you
mean to insult my intelligence by implying I cannot follow?”

   “No. Something... Just occurred to me.” He looked off in the
direction of his body. “This was actually extremely helpful. Dismissed.”

   The devil screamed in rage as he was banished, but the Commander had
already snapped back into his body.

   He looked up, and saw Vee’s red eyes staring at him with concern.
“Commander.”

   He smiled, “Hmm? Oh. I’m fine, Vee. Just went for a bit of a walk.
Clear my head.”

   She punched him, “Asshole! I thought you were dead!”

   “Deserve that.” He agreed, and then sat up, grabbing her waist. She
went still and docile as he did. Her aura giving confirmation to what he
should have realised from the first instant. “Vee... I won’t do it
again. It’ll be your choice, your decision. If I measure up. And if you
decide it is what you want. I was stupid.”

   “I don’t want to talk.” She said, craning her neck to look away.

   “You don’t have to. But I do. I don’t deserve to be forgiven. I
treated you like something to own. I treated you like a devil would. Not
the one you named Tereksor. I intend to earn that name. To treat you as
you should be treated.” He paused and winced, “I will screw up. To err
is human. You’ll be the one to decide if I have earned your forgiveness,
each time. Like now. The choice will always be yours.”

   “Bastard.” Vee said angrily, tears beginning to roll down her cheeks
in the dying light.

   INDICATE: VARRAKEEN WILL REMEMBER THAT.

   He let go of her, “Sorry.”

   “You utter bastard.” She growled, and suddenly shoved his shoulders
into the dirt, “How am I supposed to react to something like that?”

   “You don’t have to. That’s the point. I want you to be free. To make
any choice you want.” The Commander smiled at her. “Heck, you could end
up choosing Rose one day. Can’t say that wouldn’t be fun.”

   Vee stared at him, “I... What? I had never even thought about that
before. Where does your mind go?”

   “A shameful Internet history in the last world.” He shrugged
sheepishly.

   Vee shook her head, confused. “You know, I was almost in the mood.
You just killed it. Stone dead. I mean... Do I look like a lesbian? Do I
act like one somehow?”

   He shrugged, “Huh. No? I guess I just didn’t consider it that way.
Didn’t think that gender would matter in this world. I mean, I’m human
and you’re a devil. Are we even... Sexually compatible? We’re different
species. Didn’t stop me trying. Badly.”

   “You always make things harder than they need to be.” Vee ground her
teeth together, and pushed down on his shoulders more firmly, painfully.
A lock of her hair slipped free, falling beside his face as he finally
realised how close she was to him.

   “I know I screwed up. I’m trying to say sorry.”

   Vee smiled tiredly, “Oh, you idiot. I...”

   The devil stopped to blow her hair with tiredness and frustration.
She popped her cheeks, and smiled down at him, “I know. I forgave you.
And I made my choice. And you are too thick to realise it. Now shut up,
before I change my mind again.”

   He stared at her blankly, but he kept his mouth shut.

   Vee stared at him, a look he didn’t recognise on her face. It was
complex, almost as much as the swirling aura around her. There was a
touch of fear... Or something close to it. Closer to anxiety or stress,
than actual fear.

   There was also desire. Like there was something she wanted to say, or
wanted him to say. It might even be safe to say that the feeling was
some kind of... Expectation, more than want. Hoping that he was going to
do something in particular.

   The temptation to cheat was there, but she seemed to know if he tried
to see her thoughts... And she utterly hated it. He couldn’t violate her
trust like that. But he didn’t really know what she wanted him to do.

   Vee bit her lip, nervousness flooding her features. Her throat
bobbed, and she spoke quietly, “I... Know... That you’re... Not sure.
But I am.”

   “Are you dumping me?”

   “Bastard!” Vee exclaimed and stared at him incredulously, “Gods I
hate you when you talk. Can you just shut up and... Can we... I want a
wedding night. I want you to pretend this is forever.”

   The Commander stared at her, “Uh... I want to kiss you. But last
time... That went badly.”

   “Shut up and do it anyway.” Vee snapped.



                                 — — —


   The Commander felt gross and out of shape as the sweat rolled off him
like he had just taken a shower. He also felt uncomfortable because Vee
clearly didn’t share the sentiment. She had one leg wrapped around him,
and had pinned one of his arms beneath her neck.

   She grinned at him. In fact, she didn’t seem to be able to stop
grinning. Her eyes were bright and excited, as if they hadn’t just
exhausted each other. Maybe he hadn’t managed to exhaust her. Not like
he could tell if she was running a fever or not. She was practically a
salamander.

   “That was more than a kiss.” She teased.

   He nodded weakly, “Aha... That was... Amazing... But... I’m going to
need a week to recover.”

   Vee giggled, a sound he had never heard before and was more
bowel-emptying than adorable. He truly hoped to never hear it again. Her
fingers traced up his chest, and he could swear the pool of his sweat
sizzled as they did. “At least I don’t have to worry that you might
cheat on me. Or dump me right away.”

   “We’re... Married now. Right?” He turned his head to her.

   Her grin somehow got even better, “Well, in the Shadow World. I’m
sure humans have some stupid paperwork you have to file with some
asshole in a crown.”

   “Your dad is going to kill me.”

   “I wouldn’t worry about him. You bound him. And well, there’s
certainly no claiming me now.” Vee’s nose crinkled. She was apparently
on an emotional high with no signs of coming down anytime soon. The
pinkness of her aura was almost blinding.

   The Commander frowned, “Why do I feel like there was an implication
there?”

   “Oh. There was.” Vee laughed, “There’s mama. Who... Yeah. She’s going
to be extremely unhappy. And then there’s my two sisters. The younger
one... She’ll either try and kill you, or steal you. She’s a bit
possessive of me. The other... Don’t walk down any dark alleys without
me.”

   “Fuck.” He swore and then smiled, “But, this is the most I’ve ever
heard about your family. Your father was the High King of the Shadow
World, and lives up to the title. High King Leto. What about the rest?
Get along?”

   “Mama and Papa do not get along.” Vee shook her head, “For... Obvious
reasons.”

   He winced, remembering what her father had planned for her. “Yeah...
Not touching that one.”

   “Good. I’d hate you.” Vee replied, “Anyway... The older of my two
sisters is Mazikeen. Dad calls her Keena, too. Which is your first hint
as to what she’s like.”

   “Hates him as much as you have every right to?”

   She rolled her eyes, “No. Maybe. She and I are from the same litter.”

   “Litter?” He asked in utter confusion.

   Vee sighed, “What do humans call it? You have lots of words for it,
based on the size of the litter. Humans generally only give birth to one
or two, right? Devils are a bit... More prolific.”

   “Twins.” He smiled slowly, “You’ve got a twin sister. Please make
sure we’re never, ever, alone together. I don’t want any confusion.”

   “She doesn’t look like me.” Vee rolled her eyes, “But she is rather
attached. We grew up together. I was groomed for the throne, and she was
groomed to be the one who killed who threatened me. She’ll see you as a
threat.”

   “Mazikeen sounds terrifying.” He agreed. “Do you get along with your
mum?”

   “Sometimes.” Vee screwed up her face, “Did you get along with your
mother in the last world?”

   He shrugged. “Sometimes.”

   Vee snuggled into his arm, “I know this isn’t going to last... But I
like this. Waxing nostalgic whilst completely naked, outdoors, and
wrapped all around you. Feels like everything is perfect.”

   “Do you have to act like it’s going to end?” The Commander sighed, “I
have no intention of letting you off the hook. What we just did...
Devils seal marriage with a kiss. Humans have a similar tradition about
the wedding night.”

   “I know.” Her face split into a nervous grin. “You’re... Really? Not
going to dump me the moment you see Rose? Or Taylor?”

   “Well, if the company is willing to part with a little cash, I plan
on buying the most expensive ring in Salt. Your horns might mark you to
your kind. But mine needs something a little flashier.” He smiled at
her. “I can’t believe you didn’t give up on me. You saved me, Vee.”

   “Avoid silver.” She glared at him.

   He smiled, “So... You like that idea, then?”

   She shrugged and touched her untwisted horn, “This is enough for me.
But that you want others to know and realise... That’s not something I’m
about to argue with. You could hand me a cheap wooden circle and I’d
wear it for you.”

   He looked at her horns and frowned, “Are... They... Bigger?”

   “Shut up!” Her hands went to her face and her cheeks turned bright
red. He didn’t really know what to make of that. Last time he’d
mentioned her horns like that she’d hurt him.

   Something fundamental in their relationship had changed.

   He reached up and patted her on the head, “Never dated a girl with
horns before. They’re simultaneously adorable and terrifying. You really
could gore someone with them, couldn’t you?”

   She peeked through her fingers with a glare, “No shit.”

   “I want a shower.” He frowned, “Suppose that’s a dream right now.
Because I’d rather wait before I share you with anyone. I’ve got used to
travelling on my own. Just me and my stalker.”

   “Screw you.” She sneered, “I’m not your stalker.”

   “You’re my wife.” He teased, watching as she fought and lost the
battle not to grin like an idiot. Whatever they had, right now, in this
moment... It was unbreakable. Only they existed.

   “Aw, shit.” Vee swore and sat up. “That is so not fair.”

   He blinked, and sat up on his hands, “You have got to be kidding me.”

   Apparently a group of bandits had noticed them and decided that this
was the perfect opportunity to close in on all sides. It wasn’t like he
was the best fighter. But grabbing a sword and fighting naked seemed
like a really dumb idea. Guaranteed way of getting cut down.

   Vee cracked her neck, “Save your efforts. These men are mine.”

   How had Taylor put it? The summon usually vastly outstripped the
summoner? Something along those lines.

   The lead bandit didn’t get a chance to issue his threats. As he
opened his mouth the devil landed atop him. His screams were muffled as
the Commander watched in awe as Vee swallowed his head and stripped the
flesh from it, spitting out a skull a moment later with a hiss.

   Her jaw really did hinge open, then.

   The bandits hesitated in that moment. Realising that they weren’t
just stumbling upon two people who had been rutting in a field. But
rather that they had stumbled upon a minor goddess enjoying some time
with a consort. Or something to that effect.

   Vee sauntered back over to him, dripping here and there with human
fragments. In one of her hands she held a heart, that she was apparently
eating. He swallowed nervously, “Juicy?”

   “Gross.” Vee replied and tossed it aside, “Idiot never ate healthily
once in his life. You know the taste of a cheap hamburger? How it leaves
your tongue greasy? Something like that.”

   The Commander nodded, still terrified of her. “I guess we both want a
shower, now.”

   Vee brushed a piece of intestine off her shoulder, “Yeah. That sounds
like a good idea. Feel like going home, then? Your room.”

   He stood up, pulling the blanket around his shoulders, and shaking
his head. “Modesty isn’t really a devil thing, is it?”

   “Sure it is.” Vee rolled her eyes, “Just... Different to you. I do
get embarrassed. But this is different. And it isn’t like we’re likely
to meet someone I know. Shall we go?”

   She was angry at him. Again.

   “Sure.” He sighed, knowing he needed to find a way to make it up to
her.

   Vee snapped her fingers.



                                 — — —


   He rubbed his eyes tiredly as his perspective changed. It was harder
travelling that way when he didn’t have actual eyesight. For just a
moment, he was in two places at once. Made him a little dizzy.

   He opened his mind’s eye again, looking around a room he’d never
slept in. It was sparsely furnished. A couple damaged suits of armour
standing upright against one wall. Trophies from his backstory,
probably. A chest of drawers. A travelling trunk. And a bed.

   A bed that was occupied.

   A woman was lying in it, curled into a fetal position, her hair
splayed out behind her. Seemed like she had cried herself to sleep, but
was definitely asleep right now.

   He put a finger to his lips, not wanting to have this conversation
right now, and begin tip-toeing in the direction of the ensuite
bathroom. Vee glared at the woman, and considered waking her, and then
followed after him.

   It didn’t take long until the water heated up, and began pouring over
the both of them. A wide and square head, like something from the last
world. Nice to know that at least some comforts still existed.

   He found himself looking at Vee’s face as her hair fell down and the
blood slowly drained off her skin. She looked different like this,
almost innocent, despite what she had just done.

   He didn’t need another reason to feel guilty. He already felt like he
might have taken advantage of her. She had decided she wanted him the
first time that they had met. She had been designed by System to want
him. He didn’t know how to feel about it. His sense of morality wasn’t
strong enough to deal with complications like this.

   Vee glared at him, “What?”

   “Nothing.” He shook his head, and reached for the soap and found
something far more ancient. Apparently that wasn’t a comfort that had
come into this new world. It was rough and basic, but would get the job
done. At the expense of feeling like you were scratching your skin off.

   The devil ran her hands through her hair, and then reached for a comb
to try and dislodge some of the more stubborn pieces of meat tangled in
it. He took advantage of her distraction to begin to clean her back for
her.

   “What. The. Fuck.”

   He glanced over at the doorway, where Rose was standing. Her eyes
weren’t just red, but bloodshot. Apparently they had managed to wake
her.

   “I’m back.” He tried to say innocently.

   “Asshole!” She yelled and stormed out of the room.

   He sighed and went back to what he had been doing. Vee leaned into
him, “You should probably go after her.”

   “She can wait.” He replied, “You come first.”

3 Thorned Flower
****************

In film and media you continually find the constant claim that there is
no greater sacrifice that someone can make than to give up their life
for someone else. Someone they love, or someone they don’t even know.
That this is the mark of a true hero, willing to sacrifice it all for
another.

   That’s total bullshit.

   There is something far harder. Something that even those great heroes
hesitate before committing to. To not sacrifice your life, but to live
with the mistakes and trials that have been created, by their fault or
simply by the times.

   It isn’t the hero who dies who faces the greatest challenge.

   It is those left behind.

   The Commander wasn’t dead, and he was neither hero or one left
behind. Instead he was the one who had done the leaving. Cowardice
framed by trappings of vengeance. Now... Now he needed to face the
people who he had betrayed.

   Not that he wanted to.

   Vee picked another red hair off the bed and incinerated it angrily.
“You have to talk to her sometime.”

   “Aha.” He frowned, “And what will you do if I ask you to come with
me?”

   “Not a good idea.” She shook her head.

   She was right. Not just that Vee was liable to attack Rose rather
than speak to her, out of some misguided jealousy. It was the other
woman who was likely to attack first, and she did have a number of
half-decent excuses for lashing out.

   He left her to dispose of the evidence that Rose had been sleeping in
his bed whilst he was gone and headed into the corridors of the
fortress. Dragon’s attack had done a number on them. Some were just
plain gone, exposed to the air. Others in a state of repair, scaffolding
and temporary repairs a breath away from it all collapsing.

   He stopped one of the workmen, “Seen Rose?”

   The man knuckled his forehead, “Lord Commander. Didn’t know you’d
returned.”

   “Looking for Rose.” He repeated.

   The man looked left and right, “Aye, I saw her. In a right mood. It
wouldn’t do to go chasing her down right now, sir. She might bring the
whole place down on our heads.”

   He skimmed the man’s surface memories. Rose had headed towards the
roof, and she had been on fire. Hair and dress and eyes all flames.
Closer to his mental picture of a demon... And not exactly someone who
he would want to approach at the best of times. But it was all his
fault.

   He headed for the stairs.

   What was the worst that could happen? She could kill him. Not
something worth making a fuss over.

   “Fuck, no!” The Commander shouted as he emerged onto the roof.

   Rose turned around where she was balanced precariously on the very
edge of the broken rubble, bricks beneath her teetering, right on the
verge of giving out. She looked at him curiously, “Huh?”

   He took a deep breath, “We can talk. Can you come in from the edge?”

   She looked down for a brief moment and burst out laughing. The
demidemon skipped onto the roof, shaking her head, “Idiot. That’s my
idiot Commander. I wasn’t about to try and commit suicide. This isn’t
even high enough anyway.”

   He took a deep breath, “Oh.”

   Rose walked up to him, and then a glare fixed on her face, “Get done
what you set out to do?”

   “Nope.” He shook his head, “Vee... Convinced me to come home. Back to
you and the others.”

   She punched him in the gut and he keeled over, coughing violently.
Rose tapped her foot, “Don’t think I need to say it, do I?”

   He winced and looked up, “Actually... I screwed up in a lot of ways.
So you kind of do.”

   “Vee.” Rose said with exasperation, “Are you fucking your summon?”

   The Commander eased himself up slowly, “That... It’s a little bit
more complicated than that, Rose.”

   “Shut up.” She snapped, “I lost you to April. Then I lost April. And
then you go and fuck a fucking devil? Have you finally lost it,
Commander?”

   “I broke the contract. Told her to piss off.”

   Rose stared at him, “Wait. She’s not a Summon anymore? Then... Why...
How is she even here?”

   “She stayed for me.” He wheezed, still holding his chest, “I wouldn’t
come home. Insulted her. Treated her like shit, even for a Summon. Broke
the contract. You’ll like what happened next. She stuck a slave collar
on me and started dragging me back to Salt.”

   Rose fought a smile, “She enslaved you. You deserved it. But...
You’re mine. And she’s a devil.”

   “Rose. I can’t.”

   She rolled her eyes, “I have eyes, dickwad! You’re fucking her. And
she’s a devil. Which means in her eyes, you’re more than just fucking
married. Nothing can break that bond. Idiot.”

   “I chose it.” He admitted sheepishly. “Not entirely knowingly at
first... But it’s still my choice.”

   “A. Devil.” Rose almost screeched, and he barely managed to dodge her
next punch which probably would have dislocated his jaw if he hadn’t
seen it coming.

   “I like her, Rose.” He held up his hands, “And she was dragging me
back here for you, mainly. Believe it or not. But... I bound her father,
and yes, I fucked her. If you have to put it that crudely.”

   She crossed her arms, “Yeah. I do. A fucking devil, Commander.”

   “You’ve mentioned that. I assume you’re not blind then.” He sighed,
“So... You’re going to do your best to make this suck, then. I came home
because of her. I came to you, because she doesn’t want me to lose my
friendships. I’m an asshole, and a jerk, who ran away. I came back. I
want to make this work, still.”

   Rose stared at him, “I’m the bad guy, now? The fuck. You are screwing
a motherfucking devil!”

   He scratched his head, “You’re way more mad about that than the fact
I basically abandoned you.”

   “Oh, I’m mad about that too.” She twitched, “But... A devil! First an
angel. Now a devil. One extreme to the other. She exists to murder and
maim thousands of people. She’s a goddamn weapon!”

   “Don’t call her that again.”

   Rose blinked, staring at him, “Holy shit you actually like her. You
like... A devil. Gods. What does that say about me? Am I a freaking
monster, too?”

   “Rose. I’m starting to take this personally. Why can’t you see her
as... A person? Are you that conceited?” He stared at her in confusion.

   She looked at him stubbornly for a moment, “You don’t remember it.
But the last person who summoned a devil used it to kill three million
people. And when it was done, it killed the summoner, and started going
on an even bigger rampage. You and I put it down. Devils aren’t people.
They’re devils.”

   He wanted to address her insane racism, but first he had another
question because he understood how these things went. At least, where he
was concerned. “Did we happen to catch the name for that devil we
banished?”

   Rose rolled her eyes, “Mazikeen. We needed the name to banish it.”

   “Ah, fuck.” He kicked the ground, “That’s going to go awesome.”

   Rose raised an eyebrow.

   “She’s her sister.”

   Rose’s jaw dropped, “You’re fucking the sister of that -”

   “Enough, Rose!” He shouted with exasperation, “Dating. Courting.
Married. Choose one of those.”

   “Go fuck yourself.” She replied and walked passed him. She paused in
the doorway and took a deep breath. “I... Am glad you’re back. I need
some time. Space. But I’m never going to accept that sadistic bitch.”

   “I’ll take it.” He shrugged.

   She nodded and continued walking.



                                 — — —


   He peeked nervously into the bedroom, feeling the waves of anger
emanating from it. The way things were going, it would be his fault.

   “Vee?”

   The anger seemed to vanish, and the devil skipped up to him. She
smiled happily, “You’re back. How’s Rose?”

   “Bitchy.” He frowned, “So... Um... I’m just going to come in and
close the door... Now... Turns out Rose and I fought a devil once.
Pretty sure it was when we were together.”

   “Oh.” Vee winced, “That sounds bad. She’s going to be nice and
racist, isn’t she?”

   “Gets worse. The devil we put down... It was Mazikeen.”

   Vee nodded, “Oh.”

   The Commander frowned, “What’s wrong Vee? What are you hiding?”

   “Hiding?”

   He sighed heavily, “You were pissed off. And now you’re acting way
too nice. Did your family come to murder me?”

   “No...” Vee said slowly and then let out a long sigh, “May as well
come out, Dreczyciel.”

   He looked over as a figure climbed out from under his bed. She had
the same black hair as Vee, but her horns were like Vee’s when he’d
first met her. Two tiny specks of gravel. She was also about an inch
shorted. Maybe a year or two younger.

   “Are you staring at my horns, you pervert?” The woman said in
outrage.

   He looked over at Vee, “... Younger sister?”

   “Yeah.” Vee replied angrily, “And I can’t banish her. Because the
bitch actually got herself summoned... And then completely drugged out
her master and imprisoned him somewhere hidden. If you can pick that
memory from her mind, we can get rid of her.”

   “You told him my name.” The girl glared at her sister, and then at
him. “He doesn’t look half as hot as I expected. Kind of creepy with
those blind peepers. Almost like a vampire. The psychic thing is also a
huge turn off. Girl has to have some secrets.”

   “Well, isn’t it lucky I married your sister and not you, then.” The
Commander shook his head. “Why are you here, devil?”

   “Dreczyciel is here because she is an overpossessive little whore.”
Vee snapped, “Who should know better, and leave.”

   That wasn’t half obvious. Whatever reason her sister had chosen to
get herself summoned out of the Shadow Realm, and then make sure no one
could easily send her back, was a reason that Vee was determined to make
sure he did not find out.

   “You told him my name again.” The woman glared.

   The Commander shrugged, “Doesn’t mean I have a hope in hell of
pronouncing it. You’re upsetting my wife. And we’re sort of newly weds.
You should leave.”

   “That’s why I’m here.” Dreczyciel snapped, and then glared at her
sister, “Are you going to make me invoke the right?”

   “I will kill you and eat your heart if you try.” Vee replied.

   A gentle knock came at the door, and the Commander sucked in his
breath and winced. He knew who it was, and what they would say if they
walked in and saw this ridiculous scene.

   “Uh... Commander... I... I wanted to say... Can I come in? I feel
stupid talking to the wood.”

   He opened the door, and Rose stared, “What. What the fuck!? Two of
them?”

   “Settle.” He held up his hands, “Actually, you could help me banish
this other one. Apparently she’s knocked out her master and hidden them
somewhere so we can’t. But you helped me get rid of one before, right?”

   Rose crossed her arms, “Motherfucker. She’s your family isn’t she,
devil?”

   Vee sighed, “Aha. What do you say to what he said? Be glad of the
help.”

   “No one is banishing me!” Dreczyciel yelled, “Least of all a
half-demon. On your knees, mongrel!”

   Rose gasped in pain and fell to her knees.

   The Commander reacted without thinking, his fist striking the devil
at full strength. And shattering as if he’d tried to punch down a brick
wall. He recoiled, groaning and holding the broken bones loosely, trying
not to let them move.

   The devil looked over at him in shock, “Did you seriously just punch
me? What an asshole. You hit a woman. That’s just... Low.”

   “He hit a weapon of mass destruction.” Vee replied, “And you were
asking for it. Don’t pick on the mutt. She’s not your plaything. She’s
off limits. Or I’ll hit you, and you’ll actually feel that.”

   Dreczyciel glared for a moment and then sighed, “You’re the elder.
Fine. I’ll leave the mutt alone. So long as she doesn’t press her luck.
You can stand, mutt.”

   Rose pushed herself upright, but she still seemed to be in pain.
There was no light in her eyes, no fire. So she really wasn’t able to
resist a devil when they spoke, at least not a high born. That was yet
another disturbing aspect to the culture of the Shadow World.

   Vee shrugged, “So. You came. You met him. You called him an asshole.
You can go. You obviously don’t like him.”

   “You’re right. I hate him.” Dreczyciel nodded, “He stole you from me.
So I’m not leaving. I’m going to make him into my pet. I have to share
him with you, but I’m not letting him go.”

   “What. The. Fuck.” The Commander said slowly and glared at Vee, “I’ve
tried to be polite. You need to explain.”

   Rose laughed bitterly, “You fucked a devil, Commander. What exactly
did you expect was going to happen?”

   “Not... Whatever the fuck this is.” He waved vaguely.

   Rose shrugged, “Well, you’re an idiot then. As always. Devils aren’t
monogamous. Just because you chose her doesn’t mean that this bitch
won’t choose another.”

   He stared at Vee, and frowned, “Uh... Then what is up with marking?”

   “The demon is wrong.” Vee replied, “I can’t choose another, and
wouldn’t. She’s just too stupid to realise I’m a devil and not a demon.
We are very much monogamous, thank you very much, bitch. Never let
someone else touch what belongs to me.”

   He held up his hands, “All stop. I am no longer following. Why is
Dreczyciel here?”

   “Holy shit, he can say my name.” The devil stared, her face draining
of colour.

   Vee sighed heavily, “My sister is here because she’s a bit fixated on
me. Doesn’t want to share. By royal birth, she has the right to fight
any mate, and if she succeeds, take them. In our case, she’d fight you
for me. And you’d die.”

   “Guessing you don’t get a say in that.”

   Vee shook her head, “Don’t you love my fucking family?”

   “If I say anything, I’m going to come across as a lot more than just
insensitive.” The Commander replied.

   Dreczyciel glared at him, “Piece of shit. See how he craps on our
traditions, our culture? You really like him, Keena? He would take a
deuce on the Crown of Thorns, given the opportunity.”

   “Sounds uncomfortable.” Vee sneered.

   Her sister seemed taken aback, staring at her with a complete lack of
comprehension. She’d idolised her sister, it followed that she probably
also idolised her father and the example he set for the Shadow World.
She was probably a patriot, and he resented almost everything that Vee
had told him about their world.

   “You don’t get it.” He shook his head, “She wants to be free.”

   Dreczyciel stared at him, “How the fuck would you know what my sister
wants?”

   “He’s mine.” Vee replied, “That should be all the explanation you
need.”

   Rose rubbed her temples and patted him on the shoulder, “Well, I’m
going to go. Seems you have... Some family problems... To take care of.”

   He frowned at her and she shrugged, “I’m not getting caught in this.
Sorry.”

   “Fair.”

   The demon left, and he looked at the remaining two devils. He
probably could do the same thing he’d done to their father. He knew her
name, with the right challenge he could probably trick her and bind her.
But it would be risking a fight.

   He might have spent time as a bounty hunter, but he wasn’t a warrior.
His backstory was as a town administrator. His entire set of skills was
oriented around relationships. Predicting them, exploiting them.

   If he went up against Dreczyciel in a fight, he was going to get
royally fucked over.

   There wasn’t enough time, or he would have tried to go to Taylor.
However, as things stood, he probably needed to spend a good half day
consoling her first, if Rose was anything to go by. He would have to
make do without her magical knowledge.

   “You don’t even know what freedom is.” The younger devil shook her
head, “Human. That’s what you are. You think that freedom is the ability
to make your own choices. Then you take away all that freedom with your
morality and code of ethics that makes you put some misguided idea of
right and wrong ahead of individual lives. The greater good.”

   “I don’t believe that.” The Commander shook his head.

   INDICATE: VARRAKEEN WILL REMEMBER THAT.

   Vee raised an eyebrow, “You don’t?”

   “No.” He shrugged, “If there is a greater good, that means that there
is a lesser one. That there is a greater evil, and a lesser one. That
when you make a choice you get railroaded into choosing the lesser evil.
But offered the choices between the lesser and greater evil... I’d
rather not choose at all.”

   “Inaction has consequences.” Dreczyciel glared.

   The Commander shrugged, “World was here before me. Gods willing, it
will be after me. I will make mistakes. To err is human. But that
doesn’t mean I’m going to spend my entire afterlife worrying about
whether or not I’m making the right choices. I make a choice, and live
or die by the consequences. That’s all there is. This moment. Nothing
more, or less, matters to me.”

   “He’s... Different.” She addressed her sister. “More thoughtful than
it appears on the surface. Do you really think you can be happy with
him? He won’t understand you. The itch to wreck up the place. The hunger
in the fight. Do you really think he’s up to the war of marriage?”

   “Marriage is a war?”

   Vee smiled at him, “Not for us. You didn’t imprison or kidnap or rape
me. The traditional ways of bonding. Ours is a partnership, Dreiel. He’s
right. I don’t want him to respect our history or culture. If I did, I’d
teach him. Papa is returning us to the old ways. It’s a mistake. The
Shadow World has to change if it is to survive. He’s right on that. That
doesn’t mean repeating the mistakes of our ancestors.”

   The girl hesitated, and looked up slightly, “Even if he messes you
up?”

   “They grew too fast.” Vee said defensively.

   Dreczyciel shook her head, “You must have fallen head over heels for
him.”

   “Tereksor.” She replied, “And I am his Vee. Because it is cute.”

   The younger stared at him wide eyed. “Cute. The Walking Apocalypse,
Bringer of the Eternal Flame, Last Gasp of the Dying Lands, Heir to the
Shadow World Eternal. Your first impression of her... Was that she
was... Cute?”

   He shrugged, “She’s not a weapon. Neither are you, for that matter.”

   INDICATE: DRECZYCIEL WILL REMEMBER THAT.

   The younger devil collapsed to the floor, as if he’d dazed her with
an indecent punch to the face. Her feet were twisted outwards, her knees
inwards. Her eyes were unseeing, and her mouth was hanging open. He
could see a thorn or tooth or something on the inside of one of her
cheeks.

   He wondered if Vee had those. And if every time he kissed her he was
risking his tongue being cut open. Probably by accident. That was
probably one thing about devils worth learning about. Especially if it
could happen to more than just a tongue.

   He looked over at his wife, “Uhm... What did I do this time?”

   Vee smiled and kissed his cheek gently, her hands lingering on his
face. She smiled at him, bright eyed, “I love that about you. My
Tereksor.”

   He put his hands around her waist, “Not that I mind this... But you
didn’t really explain anything.”

   “I know.”

   He sighed, “Devilry. Stuff you don’t want me learning about. Fine. If
that’s what you want. Vee. Random question... Do you have teeth in your
cheeks?”

   She blushed and looked away from him, “Uhm... No. Not anymore.”

   “Anymore? Is it a puberty thing?”

   Vee glared at him, “It’s a sex thing. So shut up. Now.”

   The Commander laughed nervously, “I made your teeth fall out?”

   “I said... Shut Up.” Vee stated, her foot gently grinding down on his
in-step. She glared at him, daring him to complain or speak up again. It
was extremely painful, but it was also familiar. He smiled through
gritted teeth.

   “Tereksor.” Dreczyciel whispered quietly.

   He glanced over at the still-stunned woman. “Mm. That’s my name.
Don’t wear it out.”

   Vee coughed, “Uh, that’s not what she means. And if she wants to keep
breathing she won’t be explaining it, either. I haven’t changed Dreiel.
I will eat your heart.”

   Her sister looked up, still seemingly dumbfounded. “But... He is.
He... He just is.”

   “Yeah.” Vee nodded and turned, making sure to loop an arm around his
waist. “He is. Now piss off back to the Shadow World. And stop torturing
whatever useful idiot summoned you here.”

   “I don’t get it.” Dreczyciel said, shaking her head. “... How? How?”

   “You go to them and release them.” Vee stated.

   “Forget that!” Dreczyciel suddenly exploded, launching to her feet.
She pointed an accusing finger at the Commander. “How in the goddamn
motherfuck does he exist!?”

   Vee shrugged, “He’s mine. That should be enough.”

   “Are you sure you can’t just let me in on the big secret? I’m more
than a little curious, now.” The Commander prodded gently.

   Vee glared at him, “I’d rather not.”

   Dreczyciel dragged herself around to face him, as if she were not
just afraid, but utterly terrified. She wasn’t looking him in the eye
anymore. The Commander had not followed a single part of her change in
behaviour. Vee didn’t seem perturbed at all, like she had seen it
coming.

   Respecting her desire to keep it a secret, when all he had to do was
skim the surface of either devil, was proving not just difficult, but
irritating. Vee was keeping a secret from him that revolved around him.
Hard to feel like he wasn’t owed an explanation from his new wife.

   Dreczyciel looked at his blank face, “You’re... Not going to ask.”

   “Vee doesn’t want to explain.” He shrugged.

   “He has to know.” The younger devil insisted.

   Vee crossed her arms, “You know you don’t have a hope in hell of
beating me. And I will beat you to death before you finish the first
syllable. Sister.”

   “I know.” She said desperately, “But it isn’t fair.”

   “Neither is life. My father wanted to fuck me and make me his queen.
There shouldn’t exist a world where that’s reasonable, Dreczyciel. It’s
wrong.” Vee shrugged, “So... You’re upset that Tereksor might steal me
away. Make me less of a devil. Truth is, I don’t want to be one in the
first place.”

   Tears began rolling silently down Dreczyciel’s face as she stared at
her sister, horrified by what she had just said. The younger devil’s
world must be imploding right now. The woman she had looked up to, tried
to be like, hated what might be the most fundamental part of her
existence.

   He wasn’t unaffected by the statement either. However, Vee had
repeatedly said she despised being pitied, and he wasn’t about to let
her know just how much he did. If pretending not to care about it would
protect her, then he would be struck dumb, blind and deaf.

   Vee shrugged, “You should go, Dreiel.”

   The Commander let out a sigh, looking at the broken woman who had
been going to try and kill him. He didn’t really know what he was
supposed to do in a situation like this. The devil culture was broken.
It didn’t make sense. But that shouldn’t mean they had to abandon who
they were. The new had to emerge from the old, a traumatic process that
most societies simply did not survive.

   Vee was trying to send her sister away because there was nothing for
her here. He didn’t want to see the world fall apart that way. He knew
that Vee would be angry at him if he intervened, but she was about to
lose everything about her family. Not just the crap that should never
have been allowed to happen. The good as well.

   The only real chance was to start a change in Dreczyciel. Something
to help her reconcile a new worldview, without losing sight of herself.

   “Your master. What did you do to them?”

   Dreczyciel shook her head, and stared at him as if she had forgotten
he was in the room. “Hmm? Oh. Some desperate halfling or dwarf or
something.”

   “Not what I asked. What did you do to them?”

   The devil shrugged, “Uh... Froze them in a gemstone before they could
finish executing the contract. The contract is bound, but I don’t have
any obligations or orders. Why?”

   He glanced at Vee, “We’ll need Taylor.”

   The devil glared back at him, clearly understanding what he was
trying to do. “You won’t need me.”

   The Commander gave a small smile and a nod, “Okay. Let’s go get
Taylor. Who will probably scream at me or run away or both. Dreczyciel.
Come on.”

   The younger devil hesitated before she followed, looking to her
sister. Vee crossed her arms, glared, and then gave a small nod.
Permitting the younger to follow him. Maybe to be alone with him.

   After they left the room he confirmed that Taylor had been holed up
in the library and headed in the direction of the building.

   Dreczyciel followed silently, her head hanging. Every now and then
the tears would begin running again. He didn’t know what he could say.
Her entire world was broken, now.

   “You mentioned a hunger. The urge to destroy, in a fight.” He
prompted.

   The devil shrugged, “That’s what we are... What we’re... I don’t
know.”

   She didn’t know if they were weapons anymore. If you could walk away
from being a devil, try and change your fundamental nature, then what
were you? The purpose that they were born for was gone.

   “I bound your father.” The Commander tried again, “Sorry if that
makes him... Act out. I know he has a temper. And a half.”

   Dreczyciel laughed bitterly, “Too late for that. He took Keena.
Banished mama. Made me take the title of Bell of the Apocalypse. Leading
his armies. He’s even planning to invade your world. Not that it would
work. The Void Witch would banish them all before it was done.”

   “Alice is certainly impressive.” He agreed, “Though... She’s not all
doom and gloom. She can be fun and happy, too.”

   “You’re on a first name basis with the Void Witch?” Dreczyciel said
excitedly, “What’s she like?”

   “Terrifying. Impressive. Kind.” He summarised, “I think if I hadn’t
run away when April died... I think we would have become decent friends.
But that’s a conversation with her I don’t really feel like having.”

   “Ran away?” Dreczyciel asked, “What did you do, leave her at the
altar?”

   “April died saving me.” His face fell, and he felt anger stirring. He
hadn’t felt angry in such a long time. Only ever hated himself with a
hollow feeling. “I didn’t want anyone else to die because of me. Never
again. Dreamed I could kill System. Fool’s dream.”

   “SYSTEM?” The devil asked curiously, “You speak like... Nobody can
beat the SYSTEM. It is everywhere. Every when. It guides every choice
and action. Magic only works because SYSTEM decides it should.”

   “I met her, just once.” He explained, “Beautiful, in a creepy sort of
way. Blonde-haired girl with a face full of circuits. Like a computer
blew up in it. She made it clear she has an interest in me. That she was
going to enjoy making me squirm.”

   Dreczyciel caught his wrist, jerking him to a stop. She was staring
at her feet, and struggling to breathe.

   “What is it? Library is still a fair way off. Other side of the
town.” He shrugged.

   “You met her.”

   The Commander frowned, “Yeah... When I had my magic ability tested. I
would have figured someone from the Shadow World would have met her.
Seems like she’d enjoy screwing with all of you.”

   The devil shook her head silently, and took a deep breath and looked
up at him, “Please don’t banish me. Let me stay.”

   “Vee won’t like that.” He shook his head. “Besides, if your mama or
Mazikeen came for me... Pretty sure I’d die before I could talk my way
out of that one.”

   “Probably.” Dreczyciel admitted, “But... Please. Please. I’ll be
good. I’ll do whatever you want. Just don’t send me back.”

   “Where is this coming from?” He asked in confusion, “One moment
you’re all lined up to peel the skin from my head and drink from my
skull. Now... You’re like a girl who has been dumped. I can understand
if you were hurting because of Vee. Not when it comes to me, though. It
would make sense if you hated me.”

   “Tereksor.” Dreczyciel’s lips quivered, “Please. Don’t send me away.”

   “Tell me why you want to stay, then.”

   “I did.” She moaned, tears dripping again. “Tereksor.”

   “A name. The one Vee gave me.” He shrugged, “Means that I’m kind. I
think. I’m not understanding what it is that you’re trying to say to
me.”

   “You’re just like him.” Dreczyciel said quietly, “Everything. You
even look like him. You make the same choices he would have. Seeing
options that no one else did. Acting without thinking it all the way
through. Surrounded by powerful figures. Even SYSTEM pays attention to
you.”

   His face fell, “Are you saying I remind you of Tereksor? A devil
king?”

   It was possible that he had some kind of reincarnation backstory. It
was also equally possible that System’s amnesia and restart policy
wasn’t the first time he had played her game. He had no way to tell. He
might have been trapped as her entertainment for a damn sight longer
than a single lifetime, chosen to live as differing species.

   “The first High King.” Dreczyciel said quietly, “You’re not just like
him. If you weren’t human, then you would be. He bound the six kings.
That’s how he united us. With force, because they didn’t give him
another choice. But he ended a thousand year civil war. And when he
did... SYSTEM came to congratulate him.”

   He felt his heart accelerate. So that was the path forward. If he
could accomplish something noteworthy in this world, then she would come
to him in person. When she did, he would be waiting. With the others.

   “I still can’t let you stay. I’m not siding with my wife’s little
sister.”

   “I’m not that young.” The devil reverted to type, glaring at him.
He’d expected her to. Age and horns. The most sensitive topics of a
devil.

   He started walking again, towards the library.

   Dreczyciel run up to his side, and grabbed the edge of his sleeve.
She wasn’t quite clinging to him, not the way that Vee had when he had
first met her. Yet, she was making it clear that she was sucking up to
him.

   He couldn’t blame her.

   The world she was going back to wasn’t one he would wish on an enemy.
But he couldn’t just kidnap every devil and force them to start over.
All he could do was nourish the seed of doubt that Vee had buried in her
sister’s heart. Give her a chance to change things on her own. Slowly.

   To rediscover what a devil could be.

   “Highly complex social structure for a bunch of weapons.”

   Dreczyciel glared at him, “Shut up.”

   The Commander shrugged, “Fine. But there is something you want to
tell me. And it isn’t just a distraction in an effort to convince me to
let you stay. I do appreciate what you’ve told me. But I’m loyal to
Vee.”

   “It’s about Keena.”

   He frowned, “Mazikeen, you mean? Your father used that name for
both.”

   “Yeah. Mazikeen.” Dreczyciel nodded, “I... I can protect myself from
Papa. He’s an asshole, but not all powerful. He made me the head of his
armies. That means if he pushes me, I could push back and take his
crown. Becoming the High King by force... That’s just tradition.”

   “Vee’s twin.” He winced, “She’s more fiery than Vee, isn’t she? But
you’re talking like she’s the victim here.”

   “She is.” Dreczyciel insisted, “Doesn’t matter how strong you are.
Not when you feel like you don’t have a choice. You come up with options
I’d never think of in a thousand years. So... Please. Try and think of a
way to save her.”

   “You say please a lot.” He mused, “But how would I help? I am not
interested in picking a war between the Shadow World and this one. Which
is what happened if I tried to force your father to do anything. He’s
only a summon. He gets his own will back when I send him home. He can’t
outright attack me... But he could burn my city to the ground.”

   “I don’t know how. That’s why I’m asking for help.” The devil
sneered, “Eugh. You are an idiot. A genius idiot. Just my luck. Look...
Papa will be trying to solidify his claims. He will need Keena to give
birth, to confirm it, and oust mama from any claim to be at his side.”

   “To divorce your mother... He’s going to get your sister pregnant.”
He took a deep breath, “Yep. I am not commenting. Nope.”

   Dreczyciel chuckled softly, “That’s clear, all the same. Do you hate
us, now? Is that what made Vee finally stop trying to see any trace of
the good in us? Of what we are?”

   “I don’t hate you. I pity you.”

   The devil’s face fell, “Fuck. That’s worse.”

   He smiled ruefully, “That’s what Vee says. So it’s better if I say
nothing at all. You want me to save your sister. I don’t have a clue
how.”

   “Just... Think about it.” The devil insisted, clearly still rattled
that he pitied her.



                                 — — —


   “Taylor.” He whispered quietly.

   The elf lying facedown on a desk surrounded by open books piled on
open books jerked upright with a snort. A page of notes was sticking to
her face. He gently peeled it off for her and put it down.

   She blinked and rubbed her eyes. “This is a dream.”

   “Afraid not.” He said carefully, “Vee got through to me. I’m back.
And sorry.”

   Taylor’s jaw tightened, her hands sprang into fists. “You left,
Commander. And you think you can just walk back in -”

   She stopped as he patted her gently on the head. He wasn’t quite sure
why he did. It felt instinctive, but he had learned to follow his
intuition. The elf stared at him wide-eyed, too shocked to move.

   Her ears turned a bright pink, and she looked away from him. “I don’t
forgive you.”

   “Sure.” He winced and crouched beside her, “And you’re welcome to
ignore me. I did only get back today, but I’ve already got myself in
trouble. Would you believe it?”

   Taylor smiled weakly, “Yes. Of course. Is Rose going to murder you in
your sleep?”

   “I... Don’t know. Maybe.” He laughed, “But actually, family problems.
This devil is the sister of Vee.”

   Taylor snapped her head up, glaring. “What did you do to Vee? What
did you do to your Summon, Commander!?”

   “Broke the contract.” He winced, “Then... Some stuff happened.
Involving her putting a slave collar on me. Then... She convinced me I
was stupid. Collar came off... And... I shouldn’t have mentioned the
collar. Anyway, I sort of kissed her.”

   Taylor slapped him. Hard.

   His face hit the ground instantly, his neck screaming at the sudden
direction change. He lay there for a moment to let the world stop
spinning, and sat up slowly. He winced, “Take it you don’t approve.”

   Taylor was blowing on her hand, she paused and looked at him, “Uhm...
Sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. I shouldn’t. I shouldn’t have.”

   He smiled at her familiar nervousness, “Nice to see you don’t hate me
after what I did.”

   Taylor glared at the devil, “So why is he bringing you to me,
Dreczyciel?”

   The devil muttered and curtsied, “My lady.”

   “You know her?” The Commander asked in surprise.

   Taylor shrugged, “I’ve summoned her a couple times. That’s why I was
so surprised you managed to summon Vee as an avatar on your first try.
Binding a high born devil isn’t supposed to be easy.”

   Dreczyciel smiled tightly, “He is concerned that when he releases my
master, they might come to harm. I bound them in a gemstone.”

   Taylor nodded and stood up, “Well. No time like the present.”

   “I don’t want to be banished!” Dreczyciel stamped her foot.

   Taylor stared in confusion and then turned slowly to glare at him,
“Pervert.”

   He held up his hands, “Hey! I have no idea what’s going on with her.
She went from wanting to kill me to... This. Complete personality
shift.”

   Taylor nodded firmly, “Exactly. It’s your fault. Come along, Dreiel.
Lets find the poor idiot you offered a contract to. Go home, Commander.”

   He watched the two leave, and then stood up and dusted himself down.
“Well, that could have gone worse.”

   “Not really. Taylor hates you now.”

   He laughed softly, “Planning on stalking me all day, Rose?”

   The demidemon grabbed him from behind in a cuddle, and rested her
chin on his shoulder. Pushing it painfully into a pressure point.
“Telling me you don’t like it?”

   “Vee won’t.”

   Rose let go of him, “Can you spend five minutes without bringing up
your sex-goat?”

   “Wow.” He stated, “Can I mention her without you being a racist bitch
about it?”

   Rose thought for a moment. “Probably not.”

   He glared at her, “I am trying to be understanding, Rose. I really
am. I know I’m the asshole in all of this. You’ve lost me twice, and I’m
still a dick to hang around you. But I will hit you the next time you
say something like that.”

   The demidemon smiled teasingly at him, “Really. That might be fun.”

   “I mean it, Rose!” He shouted, “I am this close to snapping. You’re
part demon. April was part angel. You two still found a way to coexist.
So why do you have to treat Vee like such a piece of utter shit?”

   Rose’s face fell. “Devils are different. They’re weapons. Not people.
A person has a heart. A person wouldn’t murder millions of people for
fun!”

   He thought back to all of the rampage games he had played. A person
was entirely capable of killing millions of people for fun, if they
didn’t realise that they were people. Being inside someone else’s game
was... Horrifying.

   “I think I have a solution to your problem.”

   Rose glared, “I don’t have a problem. You do. Sticking your dick in
crazy like -”

   He hit her.

   INDICATE: ROSE WILL REMEMBER THAT.

   He felt overwhelming shame and guilt as he did it, and a profound
sense of justification and justice. This was not going down as a
highlight of his afterlife.

   The demon touched her face in surprise. He hadn’t made her turn her
head, and barely seemed to have done anything to her at all. Yet, the
psychological impact of what he had done seemed to be taking a toll.

   “You’re an asshole, Commander.” Rose growled and began walking away.

   “Get back here!” He snapped.

   Rose paused midstep, hesitating. She turned towards him, her eyes
watering, “Why? So you can hit me again? I’m not changing. Dickwad.”

   The Commander shrugged, “Fine. I told you I had a solution. Works in
your favour, too. You’ll get a chance to convince me that they’re
nothing but monsters.”

   “Monsters kill because they’re hungry. Not for fun.” Rose replied,
but took a single step back towards him.

   He sighed heavily, “I’m going to try to summon and bind Mazikeen.
With your help.”

   Rose ground her teeth together, “You’re fucking what?”

   “The Shadow World is considering invasion. The High King is trying to
make her his new queen.” The Commander shrugged, “She seems the best one
to get the information from that we need to prepare.”

   Rose glared at him, “That’s not all. Is it?”

   “All you need to worry about.” He replied, “After all, they’re just
weapons, aren’t they?”

   She shook her head in anger, “Fuckin’ asshole. Have you become even
more of a dick since you abandoned me to cry at April’s pyre? Alone?”

   “Yes.” He admitted.

   He didn’t know what Rose had gone through that next morning. The man
she loved gone away on a pointless revenge quest that was only going to
get him killed, whilst looking out the window she would have seen the
ashen remnants of where she had put the body of a friend to rest.

   The demon glared at him, and then seemed to relent. It wasn’t that
she became soft or defeated, she still was glaring at him. Instead it
seemed like she simply accepted that she wasn’t going to change him.
That was either very good, or very bad, with little room in-between.

   She shrugged, “You want to summon and bind the thing that killed half
this world. We’re not doing it in Salt. Got an idea? Preferably
somewhere a long way from anywhere.”

   “Actually I’m going to insist we do it here. In the deepest mineshaft
we have.”

   Rose smiled slowly, “Summoning a devil in a salt mine. I doubt she’d
even respond. They don’t like obvious traps.”

   “She probably wouldn’t, normally.” He agreed, “But she will for me. I
married her sister, and bound her father. Worst comes to worst, we can
use Leto to force Mazikeen to appear.”

   Rose blinked, “Huh. Why do we even need the bitch, then? Force Leto.”

   “Antagonising him further seems a bad idea.” The Commander answered.

   She nodded slowly, “Okay. I’m on board. It’ll take a bit to clear out
the lower sections of the mine. But to prevent an invasion... It’s worth
the loss in profit. I’ll take to Agate and get it sorted. Talk to me
tomorrow.”

   He smiled sadly, “Now that’s out of the way... Rose.”

   “No, I still hate you.” She snapped, “I’ll put up with you, but I
really, really just... Hate you. I don’t want to be your friend. I will
work with you. But... I followed you, because I want to kill you.
Actively want to kill you. Thinking it through. Weighing the
consequences.”

   “I know.”

   Rose glared at him, “Reading my fucking mind, again?”

   “No. But it is sort of difficult to ignore your emotions when you’re
broadcasting them. Every minor psychic in the entire region must know
you want me dead.” He shrugged.

   “You knew I was following. Thinking about murdering you. And you
never said a thing. Why?”

   The Commander smiled weakly, “Well, can’t say I don’t deserve it.
Think about everything you’ve been through for me, Rose. You and I... I
might not remember it, but we had each other’s backs for a very long
time. Fought together. Loved together. And then I straight-up abandoned
you, right when you needed me.”

   She blinked back tears, “You still don’t remember me. At all.”

   “I wish I could. Not that it is reassuring.” He shrugged.

   A sharp pain gripped him, paralysing half of his face, as Rose was
suddenly holding him, her teeth sinking into his neck. He felt like her
teeth were on fire, as the pain travelled through his nerves and wracked
his body. Muscles spasmed and cramped, threatening to tear free.

   Yet, Rose just lay him down gently, still biting him.

   He felt dizzy for a moment, and then the world seemed to drop away
beneath him in a single fast strike.



                                 — — —


   The girl lay on the ground, curled into a ball and crying silently.

   People were walking passed, nobody looking in her direction. Nobody
wanting to look at the child that was crying. Which meant that they all
knew why, and it wasn’t something that they talked about.

   No one glanced twice at the chain around one ankle, or the bleeding
stumps on her naked back.

   He crouched beside her, looking at the chain carefully. “Interesting.
Spell material. Like you’d use to bind a witch. But you’re not a witch.
Too cute for that.”

   The girl stopped crying, staring at him fearfully.

   A hand grabbed his shoulder and he was thrown backwards into the mud.
An angry man loomed over him, holding a metal pipe. “Move along, newbie.
You’re a kid, all over again. I’m not, and I will whoop your ass.”

   “Why, for talking to a cute girl? She’s a bit young for you, isn’t
she?”

   The pipe came around to strike him in the head, and stopped mid-blow.
The boy stood up slowly, a bright light surrounding him. He smiled, “You
know... Being a kid again isn’t so bad. Everyone always underestimates
the kid.”

   He shoved the man aside and crouched beside the girl, and flicked the
iron bracelet around her ankle. It cracked, and then suddenly turned to
dust. The boy smiled up at her, “That’s better. Don’t like ugly things
like that on such a cute girl.”

   The pipe stopped in the air above his head, blocked by the light. The
girl stared at him, “You... Shouldn’t. Shouldn’t. I’m bad. I’m a bad
girl.”

   He held out a hand to her, “Nah.”

   She took it, and as he helped her to the feet everything changed. The
little girl with a bleeding back became a young woman in a black dress.
The bright red eyes dimmed slightly. Her hair became darker and longer.

   Rose made a face, “Eugh. Sorry. Should have paid attention to that
asshole.”

   He shrugged and turned around, “Aren’t you glad I’m fireproof this
round? Let’s get this done, Rose. Show them who they’re fucking with.”

   The demon laughed softly, “Commander. They took a motherfucking angel
captive. As a sex slave. Don’t think they’re going to be intimidated by
a soldier and a half demon. Hell, they’re probably already drawing up
similar plans for me.”

   “Exactly.” He laughed, “Let’s fuck up their plans.”

   Rose cracked her neck, “Should be fun.”

   A fireball blew the both of them off their feet. He flipped, somehow,
and even more surprisingly managed to find himself standing upright.

   Rose was on one knee in front of him, a sword piercing through her
back and into the ground below. April was beside her, a gentle yellow
glow coming from her hands. The angel was biting her lip as tears
streamed down her face.

   He strode up to the both of them and wrenched the sword free.

   Rose collapsed as April squealed.

   The demidemon caught his ankle, “Do it. Commander. Fuck ’em up.”

   He smiled at her, watching the blood running from her mouth. “We came
here to save someone. Now lie back, and actually let April have her way
for once.”

   He turned and walked towards the palisade wall, dragging the sword
behind him in the snow. He raised a hand in front of him and yelled a
spell, ripping a hole in front of him, eating it in one gulp with a
shadow.

   He strode through, and saw Erica. Her snow-white hair was a pale
blue, and her eyes were dull and empty. She didn’t even seem to notice
him, the chains around her ripping the magic out of her body to power
the alchemy lab.

   An arrow hit him in the back, and he went down with a groan.

   Erica landed beside him in the dirt, a freezing hand touching his
back, “Don’t move, Commander! We’ve got this. Stay here. We can get this
done.”

   He winced, looking up at the charging army, “They took Rose.”

   Erica stood up, the air spilling fog out around them. Snow began to
crystallise in the air around her. “I know. We can get this done.”

   A hammer crashed down beside his head, and strong hands hauled him to
his feet. “Don’t you be worrying yourself, miss. The Commander and I
will take care of the stragglers. You just get April through the front
lines.”

   He looked at Agate, and the dwarf grinned, “Come then, you going to
let a little injury like this bring ya down, laddie?”

   “I’m older than you are, Agate.” He rolled his eyes and looked to the
field, “We’re going to punch a whole right through them, Erica. You
don’t have time to worry about me. April is the only one who can get
this done. That means everyone else, myself included, are expendable. We
can’t let them resurrect the devil.”

   He ran forward, and into an alleyway. He didn’t stop to think that he
wasn’t a warrior this time around. Didn’t have the time. Swords were in
hand as he made the first of them eat dirt.

   The kitten was crying as he brought a knee up into someone’s nuts. A
sword went to slash his throat, jerking to a stop as Rose caught it
between her fingers. “Now, now. That’s not very nice. Can’t you at least
wait for the neko to come of age before you be bastards?”

   He smiled at her, “Right on time. As always.”

   She rolled her eyes and tossed the sword’s wielder halfway down the
alleyway with two fingers. “So. What’s the play here?”

   “Kill them.” The Commander said darkly and crouched, smiling at the
frightened kitten. “Kill ’em all.”

   “Every inch.” Rose replied with a laugh.

   Theresa’s eyes widened in fear, and swallowed, “You... Forgot me?”

   “Sorry.” The Commander smiled, “Don’t take it personally. It isn’t
that you’re not memorable. I’ve got some bigger problems. A witch is
treating me... But I basically end up with a blank slate every so
often.”

   The neko nodded slowly, “Oh. One of the corrupted. I’m sorry to hear
that.”

   “Sorry. ” He shrugged, “But you’re cute. I’ll try and remember you
this time around. So... Do you think you could help me with an
assessment?”

   “INDICATE: SO BORING.” System snapped, striding out of the wall as
everything flashed to an endless blank and white region. The woman who
looked like she was in a data centre when it blew up crossed her arms.
“QUERY: SICK OF THE REWIND YET? ALL YOU DO IS SAVE THEM.”

   The Commander took a deep breath and looked at his hands, “I’m in
control again. Why am I having a flashback?”

   “INDICATE: ROSE.”

   He smiled softly, “You went overboard designing her. Basically built
her to have me fuck up her life. Is it even possible to make decisions
that don’t hurt her?”

   System laughed and sauntered up to him, grabbing his waist. She
leaned in to his ear and whispered, “QUERY RESULT: JUST PUNISHING YOU.”

   He swallowed, or tried to and found his mouth dry. “Because I wanted
to hurt you? I can’t. I know I can’t.”

   “INDICATE: YOU HURT ME, KITTEN.” She purred, leaning back and
surprising him as he saw neko ears poking through her blonde hair. “HURT
ME THAT YOU DIDN’T LIKE THE WORLD I MADE ESPECIALLY FOR YOU. MY HANDSOME
PRECIOUS. I LOVE YOU.”

   He felt his chest heaving as he tried to breathe calmly. None of the
others had ever said that to him. Not outright. They’d acknowledged it,
in one way or another. Vee’s had been more forward than most.

   But no one else had said it.

   “I feel less like you love me, and more like you hate me.” He said
slowly, carefully. “You can rewrite who I am. Screw with my mind over
and over. The entire world is clay in your hands. And you keep killing
people who get close to me. April isn’t the only one you’ve threatened
to destroy. The hint that Rose is probably going to commit suicide.”

   System kissed his cheek, brushing her lips against him. “INDICATE:
DON’T BE LIKE THAT. I MOTIVATED YOU TO ENJOY YOURSELF. YOU CAN STILL
SAVE THEM. ALL OF THEM. THE GAME IS INFINITELY ADAPTABLE. A PLAYGROUND,
JUST FOR MY PRECIOUS.”

   “April’s dead.”

   System laughed and leaned back, “INDICATE: NECROMANCY EXISTS IN THIS
WORLD. YOU LIKED HOW HOT SHE LOOKED WHEN FALLEN. SAVE HER, AND SHE WILL
BE.”

   He frowned, “You call me your precious. And line up a bunch of women
to sleep with me. And not just sleep. Actual, deep emotions.”

   The creature grinned at him, “INDICATE: MANAGE TO SLEEP WITH THEM
ALL, AND I’LL GIVE YOU A CHANCE TO HAVE ME. WE’LL CALL IT A REWARD.”

   “What now?”

   She shrugged, “INDICATE: THIS WORLD WAS MADE FOR YOU. WHAT HAPPENS
NEXT, IS UP TO YOU. ROSE WILL THINK YOU SHARED HER MEMORIES. INTIMATE.
SHE HAS LIVED HER WHOLE LIFE, LOVING YOU. BUT, YOU CAN CHANGE HER STORY.
THIS IS MY INFINITY. AND YOU ARE MY PRECIOUS. STOP TRYING TO OUTWIT THE
GAME. AND PLAY.”

   “I’m scared of making the wrong choices. Even though I have been.
Hurting so many people.” He smiled weakly, “I’m not having much fun.
You’re right. The world you made is beautiful. But I keep screwing it
up.”

   System chuckled, “INDICATE: THIS WORLD IS INFINITELY ADAPTABLE. IF
YOU DO NOT WISH FOR AN OPTION TO DISAPPEAR, IT WILL NOT.”

   She let go of him and sighed, “INDICATE: NEXT TIME, PERHAPS YOU WILL
KISS ME BACK. GOODBYE, PRECIOUS.”



                                 — — —


   “Fuck.” He gasped as the pain wracked him again.

   Rose’s concerned eyes looked down at him, blood trickling down either
side of her mouth. “Commander. Please.”

   He touched his neck, “Remind me not to forget that demons have
vampiric tendencies. Shit that hurts.”

   She leaned back, crying openly.

   He sat up, let out a puff of air. “Rose. I get what you tried to do.
Saw... Things. Your memories, right?”

   “Blood memories.” She whispered, “Difficult. Confusing. But... I
figured if anyone could twist them out it would be you. My Commander.”

   “I always come for you, Rose.” He leaned against a bookshelf, closing
his eyes tiredly. “Always. This life, the last, or any of the ones
before then. Pick up girls like flies, but I am always there to protect
you.”

   He heard her let out a sob of relief.

   “But I could have told you that without the messed up trip down
memory lane.” He laughed weakly.

   Rose’s head leaned on his shoulder, her appearing beside him. “You
fucked a devil. What was I supposed to think?”

   “That I cared about her.” He replied, “Rose... Do you really think I
would sleep with someone if they were just a weapon of war? That I’d go
to town on the exhaust of a machine? How low is your opinion of me?”

   “I wouldn’t know.” She said stubbornly, “You wouldn’t even sleep with
me.”

   “Huh.” He frowned, “I don’t remember a lot from my life before this
world. I know I had a wife. A kid. Those memories are fading fast...
But... Did Vee take my virginity?”

   Rose burst out laughing, “Oh, that’s my Commander. Well. I don’t
exactly know every detail of your love life. Or lives, should I say.
But... She might have.”

   He looked at her smiling face, and brushed a hair behind her ear,
“That’s my demon. And I absolutely do not believe that you aren’t
certain about the answer.”

   Rose shrugged, “I can’t follow you all the time. Who do you think
keeps Salt & Spice running? It’s certainly not the dwarf.”

   “You know, I thought you were racist. Hating people for their
species. I think I’m starting to get it, though.” The Commander leaned
her back onto his shoulder. “It’s because they aren’t you or me. You
don’t remember their names most of the time, because they don’t matter.
To you, there’s only two people who matter.”

   “It was three.” Rose choked.

   He smiled slowly, “I talked to someone about that. Seem to think that
we can bring April back, if it’s really what we want.”

   Rose snuggled into him, “Necromancy doesn’t work on holy things.
Idiot.”

   “So? April was right on the verge of falling. Can a demon be
resurrected?”

   Rose sat up quickly. “Demons are trivial to resurrect. Half the time
necromancy goes wrong because you pick up a demon instead by accident.
You think we can save April? Make her fall, even though she’s dead?”

   “I think so.” He nodded, “But we’ll need the Shadow World’s
cooperation. Someone to help us from the other side of death. Maybe
deliver a message that can catch April’s attention.”

   The demon smiled slowly, “Who did you talk to? What witch is
inventive enough to come up with this? Alice is too nice, even if she
pretends otherwise.”

   “System.”

   Rose recoiled, “Fucking fuckshit. You spoke to her a second time?”

   He scratched at an ear, “Yeah... So try and not be mad... But I think
she kind of likes me.”

   Rose gagged.

   “Is that disgust? Or nervous vomit?” He raised an eyebrow.

   The demon pushed herself onto her feet, “A little of... Both? You are
as perverted, and terrifying, as ever. No mistaking my Commander for
anyone else.”

   He stood up, and winced as he disturbed the scab forming on his neck.
“I guess you should speak to Agate. I’ll... Track down Alice. Taylor
probably has her hands full.”

   Rose nodded slowly, “We can do this, Commander.”

   “I’ll always have your back, Rose.”



                                 — — —


   He felt something clamp onto his arm with an iron grip. He looked
down at her and broke into a smile, “Hey, Vee. Missed you.”

   She sniffed him and then glared, “Did you?”

   “Wouldn’t have said it otherwise.” He stared blankly.

   “Rose.”

   He shrugged, “Yeah, she’s around. Always will be. Rose and I were
together for a long time. We’ve always fought to protect each other, and
that’s not about to change.”

   The devil made a face.

   “Well, if it cheers you up any, I never had sex in any of my past
lives.” He smiled at her.

   Vee looked back at him, “That was... Distasteful.”

   “Oh come on. I told you that you got my first. That’s a special
thing.” He frowned, “Or am I stepping on devil culture again?”

   “No.” She shook her head, “You just old me that Rose would be the one
to know. Which makes you a bit of a bastard. Especially with a hickey on
your neck.”

   He sighed heavily, “That was... Not romantic. But fine. You’re upset
I was around her. How do I dig myself out of this hole without making it
deeper?”

   The devil thought for a moment, “So... You came back here to do
something, right?”

   “Yeah. I need to talk to Alice.”

   “Then, don’t.” Vee smiled slyly, “I’ll consider forgiving you if you
blow that off, take me back to your room, and... I think you get the
picture.”

   “Our room.” He smiled at her, “What’s mine is yours. We’re equals.”

   Vee pouted, “You didn’t say yes. You were supposed to say yes. I
mean... Did you really just pass up on -”

   “Noooo.” He shook his head, “No, I did not. So... Shall we?”

   Vee grinned at him, and he blinked. “Did you just teleport us?”

   “Aha.” She said casually as she dropped onto the edge of the bed and
looked up at him with anticipation. “Last time was a bit... Emotional.
Frantic. Could you... Take your time with me?”

   He sat down beside her, taking her face in his hands and kissed her
gently. “The teleport was kind of sending the wrong message, by the
way.”

   She smiled sheepishly, “Yes and no. But... I’m of two minds.”

   “Well, this will be fun, then.” He grinned at her.

   Vee fidgeted, “So... Can you... Tell me how we’re equals again?”



                                 — — —


   “What the fuck!?” Rose yelled, throwing open the door.

   Vee looked up from where she was splayed out, hot and sweaty. He dove
beneath the blanket, despite his sweat. “Same question!”

   The demon crossed her arms, glaring at them, “I just came from
talking to Alice. Turns out she wasn’t even aware that you were back.
What the fuck is wrong with you? This is serious! You can’t just dump -”

   “Can I please order her to shut up?” Vee asked him.

   Rose sneered, “Don’t you fucking dare.”

   “Rose.” He said, sitting up now his privates were covered. “She’s my
wife. Of one day. Is it really that surprising that I got distracted?”

   “Suppose I just hate you.” The demon growled.

   He sighed, “And I suppose I’m getting a lock installed on the bedroom
door. And windows. Do I also need to shield it with magic to stop you
bursting in?”

   Rose’s face fell. “I... Fine. I’m sorry for not knocking.”

   Vee leaned up on her elbows, “What did he do to you? You’re not
insulting the crap out of me.”

   “I’m trying.” Rose glared at her, “Please, don’t make this any
fucking harder than it needs to be. It has nothing to do with you. I
like the Commander. Which means respecting his taste in women. One day.
Not today. Not yet.”

   “I thought you hated him.” Vee teased.

   He could try to step in and end it before it turned into a full blown
cat fight. However experience told him that doing so would only be
partially successful. They would probably stop fighting with each other
so that they could tear him down together.

   “I hate that he isn’t mine.” Rose snapped, and then went bright red.
“Oh, you bitch.”

   Vee laughed, grinning ear to ear. “That’s right, little demon. Can’t
lie in the presence of a high born. So. You want to own my husband.
Can’t say I really approve of that.”

   “Don’t. Push. Me.” Rose grated.

   Vee frowned, “Do you really hate me because I’m a devil?”

   “No. Not really.” Rose replied, and then stared. “Please stop doing
that.”

   “Why do you hate me, then?” Vee continued to interrogate the demon.
He was going to suffer for not stepping in. However, he was just as
curious as his girlfriend, and utterly terrified of making Vee angrier
with him than she already was.

   Rose seemed to fight with herself, each word being drawn from her
with signs of physical pain. “I hate you because I know you’re
Mazikeen’s sister.”

   Vee breathed in sharply, “How do you know my sister?”

   “Don’t answer that!” He interrupted and looked at Vee, catching her
glare. “Don’t. Don’t poke at this one. You don’t want the answer.”

   Vee glared at him, “Does Keena have something to do with what you
wanted to talk to Alice about?”

   “Yes.” He nodded, “And I will tell you, but not right now. There’s
stuff I haven’t told Rose, and stuff I’ve told her that I... Need some
time to work out how to tell you. I’ll summarise why Rose hates Keena
for you. But I need you to drop this.”

   Vee let out an angry growl, and then sighed heavily, “Fine. You
indulged me. I’ll indulge you. But you are making up to me for this.
Summarise.”

   “Rose and I banished her after your sister killed several million
people for fun.”

   Vee’s face dropped. “Oh. Oh shit. Oh motherfucking... The Gauntlet
Crusade. You two were the ones who stopped her.”

   Rose frowned, “You named that massacre?”

   “Keena didn’t have a choice.” Vee looked down and breathing heavier.
She finally drew the sheet up to her chin, hiding her naked body. Sort
of. He couldn’t help but notice that trying to conceal it just made her
sexier. Which was totally inappropriate, given the conversation at hand.

   Rose crossed her arms, “The fuck, you say. How can she not have a
choice about a mass murder!? It took her months to kill all those
people. Months!”

   “Your dad.” The Commander realised.

   Vee smiled weakly, “Yeah. The jerkass monster of monsters. Keena...
It was kill millions of people and become the head of the army, or end
up... I’m not going there. I am not going there. I hate him. I hate him.
I am never talking about my father again.”

   Rose looked at her in consternation, “Not... Following.”

   “Not supposed to!” Vee snapped, “Fuck you, and fuck my father. Now,
demon. Get the fuck out of my room.”

   Rose wheeled around before she realised what she was doing. Her feet
dragged, but she still slowly removed herself from the room, and closed
the door behind her.

   “Well, shit.” He swore.

   Vee glared at him, “I’m not talking about this.”

   “No. Not that. I’m afraid I don’t think I need you to spell it out.”
He sighed heavily, “Dreczyciel begged me to save Keena. And to stay
here. Beginning to understand why. But I can’t exactly set this place up
as a Leto asylum. We’d be overflowing, and... Might not have noticed,
but people hate devils.”

   Vee winced and lay down on the bed. “I can’t escape him. I’m trying
so hard, and he is still ruining my life.”

   “If it helps, I intend to keep him as far from you as is possible.”

   Vee glared at him, “Dreiel has asked you to interfere. To save both
my sisters. You’re not going to be able to resist that. Tereksor.”

   “Yes and no.” He shrugged, “But it doesn’t mean that you need to be
involved. Rose and I are planning on summoning Mazikeen from inside one
of the salt mineshafts. To ask about your father’s invasion plans, and
about April. We might be able to resurrect her, if we can cause her
fall. But being already dead, that’s a complicated mess.”

   Vee winced, “So, you found a way to save her.”

   “Yes, but I still slept with you. And only you.” He pointed out.

   “Why do humans call it sleeping?” Vee shook her head. She reached out
and touched his face, “I... I’m scared of losing you. To Rose. To April.
You are surrounded by women, Tereksor. This is not normal.”

   “I know.” He chuckled softly, “But at least Agate isn’t like that. We
should get a beer with her sometime. To be honest, I have exactly zero
control over any of this. I find it... Disturbing.”

   “What will you say to her? If you actually succeed in resurrecting
her?” Vee demanded.

   It was a fair enough question. He didn’t really have an answer,
himself. He knew that his heart ached every time he remembered her. The
nervous and quiet angel embarrassed that he would consider her as a
partner.

   She would change in this process. He had seen a touch of it, when
April got upset. She had Rose’s wrath when she approached the fall,
which made a certain amount of sense. She might not accept that he had
moved on after she died.

   “I think I’m going to get punched by her no matter what I say.” He
shrugged, “But there’s a long road between here and there. I don’t plan
to neglect you on the way. I don’t want this to change. What we have.”

   Vee glared at him, “And if I ask that you... Don’t?”

   “Well. That’d hurt.” He said quietly, “Rose would probably flip out
and round up a posse to kill you. The others might well join in. I might
be tempted to give you the silent treatment for a few days. Feel like
our trust was damaged, needing effort to repair. But I would stop.”

   The devil took a deep breath, “You would do it for me.”

   “Surprised?”

   Vee glared at him, “Yes. To be frank. You’re a bit of an asshole. You
do what you want, without regard to anyone else. I mean, you think
you’re being nice. You think you’re taking us into account. But... You
don’t know people that well. You know how to get what you want out of a
situation. It might even benefit the rest of us. But... I know I end up
feeling used. Can’t imagine what Rose would feel.”

   “Ouch.” He smiled at her, “There’s a blow. I guess you’re just going
to have to teach me, one day at a time.”

   “First you have to save my sisters.” Vee glared, “If either of them
get hurt, I will hold you responsible. But they’re right. We can’t leave
them in the Shadow World. What’s the plan?”

   “Dreczyciel is the easy one. I sent her off with Taylor to free her
master. The elf being the elf... She’ll make a deal to summon her. Might
even be able to turn her into an avatar, pull her into this world
completely.” He shrugged.

   “Manipulative bastard.” Vee stated flatly.

   He scratched at his head, “Yeah... I guess. Sorry.”

   “Don’t try it with me, and we’ll be fine.” Vee shrugged it off, “What
about Keena? She’s going to want to take your head off.”

   “That’s the plan.” He nodded, “Anyone else summoning her into an
obvious trap, she would simply not show up. I summon her... She’ll
come.”

   “You have to be holding her hand when she emerges.” Vee glared at
him, “You can’t exactly escape before she puts a fist through your chest
and grabs your heart. Bringing a demon along won’t help, neither. Keena
will just command her.”

   “Which is why I was planning on bringing the Witch of the Void. Rose
is just another distraction. Like the salt.”

   Vee smiled slowly, and shook her head, “You have a serious nasty
streak, master. I love it.”

   “Not your master.” He reminded her.

   She flicked him in the forehead, “Oh, shush. It’s what devils call
it. We’re not equals, remember? Don’t blame me if I slip once or twice.”

   He smiled and kissed the hand that had hit him, “Sure. But don’t
blame me if it’s a complete turn off, either.”

   She rolled out of the bed, picking up her dress, “Oh, I will. Go find
your witch, husband. I’ll be listening for the chaos.”



                                 — — —


   He found the study where the witch was apparently studying easily
enough, but from the emotions coming behind it... He really did not want
to open this particular door.

   Unfortunately, he had no other important side quests to run off on.
Not ones that he could use as an excuse to delay this. Rose had already
told Alice that he was back, expecting that she had spoken to him.

   The door creaked inwards by itself, revealing a darkened room with
only a couple of flickering candles. A strong voice spoke from inside,
“Enter.”

   He stepped in slowly, feeling trepidation.

   The door snapped shut with a gust of strong wind, and one of the few
candles sputtered out. He tried to calm the beating of his heart, and to
appear confident. He spread his hands, “Well. That’s quite the welcome.
What do you want to say to me, Alice?”

   “That you’re interrupting.” The witch snapped from somewhere he
couldn’t tell.

   He shrugged and sat down cross-legged on the floor. He tried to
content himself with waiting. He held a hand over the ground and began
to try and lift pieces of dust. A fragment or two was all he could
handle, but practice was a skill. It was one of the things he had taken
to doing in his spare time. Not that he expected to have much of that
anymore.

   This world had drawn him back onto the straight and narrow of the
main questline. Forced him onto it. All he could do was play the game.
Embrace what it had to offer, and see where it took him. He had to stop
analysing everything as if it were a trope.

   Alice walked into view, barefoot and dressed in a small silk robe.
She crossed her arms, “What do you want?”

   He looked up at her, and smiled, “To say sorry. To start with.”

   “Forget that crap.” The witch shook her head, “I kept an eye on you,
Commander. You’re not so special that you can avoid me. If I’d known a
slave collar would work, I would have done that the moment you left.”

   “Wasn’t the collar. It was the girl.” He replied and stood up slowly,
“You going to give me an earful about her, now?”

   “No.” Alice shook her head, “Rose is pissed. She’s seen what a devil
can do, first hand. You don’t remember it. I’m not Rose.”

   “Sure.” He nodded, “You’re a beautiful ex-Catholic with insane
magical powers who also helped stop that same devil. And has always been
there to protect both Rose and I.”

   “No such thing as an ex-Catholic.” Alice snorted, and then smiled at
him, “But I did miss you, bastard. However... I apparently need to spell
it out. You are interrupting. Can you piss off for about an hour?”

   He blinked slowly, and looked around and back to her, “Working on a
spell?”

   “Far out.” Alice shook her head, “Dense as stone. I wasn’t alone,
Commander. Candle light isn’t for magic’s sake. It was to set a mood.”

   He scrambled, “Oh, sorry. I’m out.”

   He stepped through the door and closed it behind him, and let out a
breath of relief. He leaned against the wall tiredly for a moment. He
hadn’t realised how exhausted he was actually feeling.

   Which was when he saw the girl leaning on the wall opposite him.
“Rose?”

   The demon looked at him in surprise, “Oh. Hi, Commander.”

   “What are you doing?” He asked suspiciously.

   “Not here for you.” Rose shook her head, and indicated the door.
“Waiting for Miss Witchy Witch to finish bonking whoever she decided to
try and forget about you with today. Didn’t you notice the stocking on
the door handle?”

   He looked down, “No. No I did not.”

   “Ha.” Rose said sarcastically, “That should have been fun.”

   He walked over and leaned beside her, “Vee has approved of our plan.”

   “Fan-fucking-tastic.” Rose rolled her eyes, “Just what I wanted. The
approval of a devil. Don’t push me, Commander. I am... Not coping with
this new idiocy of yours. Trying.”

   “Fine. Won’t.” He shrugged, “Did you say Alice is sleeping around?
That seems... Out of character, for her. But you know her better than I
do.”

   Rose looked at him, “Yeah. It’s out of character. You left. We each
coped in our own ways.”

   “How did you cope?”

   Rose stared at the wall across from them, “Didn’t. I don’t want to
talk about it. Not with you, not ever. Clear enough for you, idiot?”

   “Something you regret, then.” He frowned, “You know, it wouldn’t be
hard for me to find out. If you’re hurting Rose... It’s my fault. I want
to try and make up for it. You’ve always had my back. Always. Can’t say
I can ever repay what I owe you.”

   INDICATE: ROSE HAS SAVED THE COMMANDER 6543 TIMES.

   That was so much more than he had been expecting. Alice had saved him
less than a thousand times. Rose must overwhelming be the one to pull
him out of the fire. Always had been, since he had saved her as an
enslaved girl with her wings torn off.

   INDICATE: THE COMMANDER HAS SAVED ROSE 6851 TIMES.

   He didn’t really care about that. He was remembering the first moment
of the flashback from the blood memories. Remembering her frail and
burned stumps that should have been connected to extended cartilage.

   She didn’t have wings today, that he could tell.

   Another thing she probably would have been jealous of April for.

   “I don’t know how to say this delicately.” He frowned, “I... The
memories you gave me. You used to have wings, once.”

   “Demon wing soup.” Rose said bitterly, “Delicacy. Apparently. Worth
more than I ever was.”

   “Wow. That is... Well, I hope Salt has outlawed it. And the guards
are extra-judicious in cracking down.” He shook his head, “Wasn’t what I
was going to ask, though. Did we... Ever try and regenerate them for
you?”

   “You suggested it before.” Rose acknowledged, “But, I’ve never been
interested. They’re not a part of me. And I prefer the reminder that
even in this afterlife, some people are plain evil. That not everyone
deserves mercy.”

   He couldn’t agree with that perspective on the world. Not everyone
did deserve mercy, but they should get it all the same. Evil wasn’t a
real thing. It was a matter of perspectives.

   System was just entertaining herself, but to him... She was the
enemy. She wasn’t malevolent. She didn’t set out to destroy everything.
To take away all joy and hope from him. She simply followed a sequence
of events that she thought would maximise her enjoyment of the game.

   That being said... There was no reason real evil might not exist in
this world.

   “I can accept that. Even if I don’t quite agree.” The Commander
smiled softly, “Just trying to think of what I can do for you.”

   Rose sighed heavily, “Then stop. I don’t want you to try and make
anything up to me. Honestly, you can’t. The best you can do is be
yourself. We’ll fall back into our rhythms soon enough. For now, it’s
uncomfortable. Being comfortable with being uncomfortable.”

   “Fine then.” He smiled at her and couldn’t help himself with the way
to phrase it. “Let’s make it a date. You, me, bandits and bloodshed.
What do you say?”

   Her face went crimson, “Idiot.”

   “That’s what we used to do.” He shrugged, “I’m not much of a warrior
this time around, but I do have a Summon I’ve been wanting to test out
in battle. You’re ever the warrior, aren’t you?”

   “You broke my sword on the dragon.” Rose said angrily.

   He blinked, “Oh. Did I? I guess I owe you a new one. Not sure how
good I can get. I wasn’t a fantastic bounty hunter. But I do have a
little coin set by.”

   Rose shrugged, “I don’t want a new one. I want my old one back. None
of the smith’s here can repair it.”

   “What about in Viz?”

   Rose sighed heavily, “Forget about it, Commander. We’ve got a devil
to catch first. An angel to resurrect.”

   “I’m not risking us meeting a fallen April without a decent blade on
hand.” He shook his head, “You know what she was like with a taste of
wrath. We’re going to baptise her in it.”

   Rose blinked, “Huh. Didn’t think about that. She might try and kill
us all. First time my demon awoke... I struggled with emotions. Didn’t
have anyone to hurt, as I was sold into slavery before then. But I acted
more like an injured animal than a person.”

   “April is going to need us to be the best, and the worst, if we’re
going to drag her kicking and screaming back to the world of the
living.” The Commander said grimly, “We are basically ripping her out of
paradise. Or whatever the afterlife to the afterlife is.”

   “There’s no next afterlife.” Rose shook her head, “I don’t believe
that nonsense. April’s soul was shattered when she died. We’re just
finding and assembling the pieces. The Shadow World know how to trap
souls. It’s what they do.”

   “Guess we’ll find out when we summon the devil.” He shrugged, “So.
Broken sword. Where’s it at?”

   Rose shrugged, “My room.”

   He punched her shoulder, “Then let’s leave the witch to it. Get the
sword sorted first.”

   “Viz is days away.” Rose stared at him incredulously, “We can’t keep
the mineshaft shut down indefinitely. If you don’t remember, the dragon
murdered the company coffers. We’re barely keeping our heads above water
here.”

   “Vee... Will probably help.” He shrugged, “But I’ll probably have to
pay a price for it. Seems worth it to equip you properly. Lead on.”

   Rose’s shoulders drooped and she started walking, “This way, idiot.
You don’t remember where my room is?”

   “No.” He shook his head, “Most of the memories you gave me were just
the climax from saving each other, really. Theresa, Erica, and so on.
The time you got kidnapped.”

   “Which time?” Rose laughed.

   He shook his head, “People are mad enough to kidnap you more than
once?”

   “Well, yeah.” She shrugged, “I’m one of the heads of Salt & Spice.
You’re beyond lucky you didn’t get kidnapped when you thought you could
turn your heart black and ran away.”

   “Dragons are rare.” He stated darkly.

   Rose glanced back at him, “They’re also uncontrollable. No way anyone
could unleash it on us and expect that to work.”

   “Sure it would. So long as the dragon noticed the gold. Let it out on
a nearby mountain, sit back and wait. So long as you’re nowhere nearby,
you’re fine.” He shrugged. “Just don’t give the dragon a trail to follow
you. Never take it close to your home, let it kill the guards, etc.”

   “Devious.” Rose shook her head, “You really think there’s someone
that diabolical out there?”

   “I thought of it. And I’m an idiot.”

   Rose unlocked her door and pushed it open. The room was surprising.
It was filled with a myriad of strange scents he couldn’t identify, but
enough that he felt like it was hard to breathe.

   Almost every piece of furniture was covered in either black and red
lace, and there were silk curtains hanging over her bed. Trash littered
the floor to the point he had to shuffle through it. Torn clothing,
bloodied rags, and what was obviously coverings for street food.

   “Do you have rats?”

   Rose glared at him, “Oh, shut up.”

   He approached a dresser by the window, and looked down at the
shattered sword spread out on a black silk scarf with reverence. The
sword was obviously more than just a sword to her. Not just because it
was probably a high skill weapon, there was a sentimentality to it.

   He traced one of the runes etched into the side, “What does it say?”

   “Flower of thorns.” Rose replied quietly, “Written in the demon
tongue. Which, I should probably tell you, is a dead language. Relegated
to libraries and kids wanting to look cool.”

   He smiled slowly, “So... I had a hand in making this, then?”

   “More than a hand.” Rose admitted, “You made it yourself. Came back
as a smith one time. You and Agate got along better than anyone was
comfortable with that time. But, it was shortlived. Blacksmith can’t do
much when bandits come calling. You got knocked down, and reset before
you got back up again.”

   “A master smith?” He asked curiously, looking at the weapon.

   “Yeah. Don’t let your ego grow too big.” Rose punched his arm, “You
couldn’t fix it today if you tried. No one can.”

   He shrugged, “Someone in Viz might. Big city, bigger than here.
Attracting all sorts of trouble. Which means someone needs to be selling
arms to both sides. In all that, you’ll find a bored smith.”

   “You don’t get it.” Rose chuckled, “Demonic runes. You made this
sword in a way nobody else could. Took me weeks to gather all the
ingredients, and you refused to tell me what it was for. Dragon’s blood,
demon’s breath, devil horn. Feather of an angel. True love’s tears.”

   “Wow.” He nodded, “Sounds metal.”

   “That was the worst pun I have ever heard in my entire life.” Rose
teased.

   He smiled at her, and decided not to ask about the last ingredient.
There was every chance he had made her cry. Not that true love was as
rigid a concept in this world than the last. System had made it clear
that this was just another game, and she wanted him to change his mind
and explore. He just didn’t want to hurt anyone. But, if the...
Totally-not-a-goddess continued to insist, he might not have a choice.

   “Sounds like the only ingredient not readily available to us today is
the tears. So what do we do? Prowl the town for scandal?”

   Rose seized up, “It doesn’t work like that. The sword is broken. You
can’t repair it that way. Only with the original ingredients. But
they’re long gone. A new one maybe, by a master smith. But I don’t want
a new one.”

   “Message received.” He nodded and began wrapping the sword gently in
the scarf. He picked it up and slung it over his shoulder and turned to
her, “Leave it with me for a few days. I’ve got a couple ideas, believe
it or not.”

   Rose glared at him, “Better not break it more. Or I’m breaking you.
And Vee will be very disappointed.”

   His knees snapped together, “Understood.”

   The demon laughed softly and pushed him out of her bedroom, “Now, go
bug the witch or something.”

   She was laughing, but obviously wanted to be left alone to cry.

   Damn it.

4 Into the Void
***************

He had to walk back passed Alice’s room on the way to his own, though he
didn’t really have an intention of waiting for her again. He’d mostly
waited there so that he could talk to Rose, try and figure her out some.

   Alice, however, was waiting for him. No longer wearing a dressing
gown, but a proper witch’s outfit, down to her black and pointy hat. She
smiled as he approached, “What did you want, Commander?”

   He shrugged, “Oh, it can wait now. I want to try and fix Rose’s sword
before I pull all the pieces together. But... I think I might have a way
to bring April back.”

   Alice went white as a sheet, “April is dead, Commander. You can’t
resurrect the holy. I’ve tried and tried. It cannot be done.”

   “Agreed.” He nodded, “But April showed that she had the capability of
falling, before she died. That opens a crack in the door. Just a crack,
but we might be able to wedge it open.”

   Alice crossed her arms, “Yeah. Not buying that the idiot came up with
that. Who gave you the idea?”

   “System.”

   “SYSTEM.” Alice shivered, “I don’t think I’ve told you how intensely
disturbing it is that she gives you the time of day. Or even appears to
have a gender to you. She just... Is. Something that exists, for the
rest of us.”

   He shrugged, “Not like I can change it. Maybe she pities me for the
resets. Who knows.”

   Alice shook her head, “Well, you obviously have a plan. And aren’t
interested in sharing it. What makes you think you can fix the sword you
shattered?”

   “That... Do we have a research lab or something I can use?”

   Alice nodded and took his arm in hers, “This way. Plan on expanding?
Or are we going for dark and brooding this time around?”

   “The sword can’t be fixed because the materials no longer exist.” He
frowned, “Which means the only way to fix it, is with itself. Break it
down and rebuild it. It won’t be as strong, but it will be whole again.”

   “How exactly are you going to break it down?” Alice laughed, “Are you
a god in human form, Commander?”

   “I was thinking along psychic lines.” He ignored her jab.

   Alice raised an eyebrow, “Psychic lines?”

   “Yeah.” He nodded, “Like... I’ve already got the hang of seeing the
components of a thing. I can’t pull things apart yet, but I’m pretty
sure I could get the hang of it with some effort and study.”

   “You’re lying.” Alice realised.

   “Yes, ma’am.”

   The witch sighed heavily, “You’re going to summon something to do it
for you, aren’t you? Something... Terrifying.”

   He grinned at her, “How is it that you know me so well, and the
others are always surprised when I do something like this?”

   “They think the best of you. I expect the worst.” Alice sneered.

   He laughed softly, “I don’t know if that was an insult or not.”

   “It was.” She replied firmly, “If the best option is to sit and
think, our Commander will go screaming in. If it makes the most sense to
attack, he’ll sit with his face in his hands and brood. You always make
the worst decision. And we all follow you, regardless.”

   He rolled his eyes, “Trying to pick a fight isn’t going to work. I’m
too thick for that, remember?”

   “Why would I possibly be trying to pick a fight?” She replied
angrily.

   “How much time do we have? I’ve made a lot of mistakes.”

   Alice looked down at the ground, hiding her face beneath her hat. Her
voice was firm and strong, but he could see her aura. The lie in it. “We
would have been better off if you had never returned. You should take
the devil and leave.”

   “Did you get enough masturbatory material when you spied on us
earlier?” He asked. He actually wasn’t certain that she had spied on him
and Vee. He did know it was the sort of thing she would do, and be
embarrassed by.

   Alice jerked him to a stop, and lifted her hat slowly, eyes flicking
between each of his own. She breathed a sigh of relief, “You’re an
asshole.”

   “So I guessed right. Doesn’t matter much that it was a guess, now,
does it?”

   Alice went bright red, “Aw, fuck. Please don’t tell the devil.”

   “She’d probably ask me to fetch your heart if she found out.” The
Commander agreed and pulled her into walking again. “Why do you do it,
Alice? All you’re doing is hurting yourself.”

   “You’re not mad about the excessive invasion of privacy?”

   “Ha. You’re not that lucky.” He shook his head.

   The witch rolled her eyes, “But of course you’re more worried about
why I did it. That’s our goddamned Commander.”

   “You’re avoiding the question.”

   Alice’s nails dug into his arm, “It isn’t polite to treat a lady like
this. Do you need to re-learn some manners?”

   “If I do, I’ll be sure not to ask the peeping tom.” He retorted.

   Alice muttered to herself, and then pulled him into a doorway, and
snapped her fingers. A wall of weirdness sprang up beside them,
distorting everyone else as they moved passed. “Are we really going to
talk about this?”

   “Yeah.” He shrugged.

   Alice took a deep breath, “Because... No one else has ever held a
single candle to you, Commander. Not even for a moment. I hate you more
than anyone else I have ever hated. Because this isn’t the first time
I’ve confessed to you. You’re nice about it, but you’ve never stopped
once to consider me. Not. Once. Even newly initialised. No idea who Rose
was. Hadn’t met her yet. It was just me and you, and you still turn me
down. All I can have, is fantasy. And no, I don’t want to fucking move
on. I don’t care if that’s the healthy thing to do. I like you. I’ll get
what I can fucking well take.”

   He ran a hand through his hair, “Well. That makes me a bit of a
bastard, then. Never there for you, and then run off with something you
don’t even think is a person.”

   “Didn’t.” Alice took a deep breath, “But... You fucked a devil. So I
tried it, too. Don’t... I don’t want you to tell me what I’m doing is
wrong. I know it. And don’t care. It’s all I can have.”

   Tears began running down her cheeks. She choked, looking down and
wringing her hands. “Can... Can you tell me why? Why do you... Why am I
just a piece of furniture to you?”

   “We’re obscured, right?” The Commander frowned.

   Alice shrugged, “No one can see or hear us. Just a blob of mirrored
images. They won’t interrupt. Won’t overhear you. Why? Don’t want the
others to hear you hate me?”

   His fingers tilted her chin up as he surprised her.

   The witch tried to pull away at first, but he stepped with her, and
she fell into the wall. He caught her, holding her upright. Her
trembling rejection turned into hesitant acceptance, and then desperate
passion.

   Her hands locked behind his head, and her legs around his waist. He
focused on breathing through his nose as they shared a kiss like one he
had never had before. It was fiercer than Vee, and had been more
hesitant than April.

   He was knocked back against the other wall of the doorway, but the
pain of knocking his head on stone was barely even acknowledged by his
body.

   Alice slid down off him, breathing hard, one hand still on his chest
keeping him in place. She took a moment to regain her composure, and
then glared at him with teary eyes, “Bastard.”

   “I don’t hate you, Alice.”

   INDICATE: ALICE WILL REMEMBER THAT.

   She rolled her eyes, “You married a devil. This. This moment is all I
can ever have. Unless you’re also a cheating bastard. Shit, you may as
well be. Especially with how excited you got.”

   He shifted uncomfortably, “That is totally your fault.”

   She smiled coyly, before dropping back into a venomous rage. “Why did
you do that? Fuck! I hate you so much more, now.”

   “I know.” He winced, “It was stupid and impulsive. The absolute worst
thing I could do. The worst decision that could be made. But you’re not
a piece of furniture to me.”

   “Devil’s are possessive.” Alice moaned and kicked the ground, “Why
couldn’t you have married a neko? At least they’re polyamorous.”

   He blinked in surprise, “Huh? Neko’s marry multiples?”

   “More like they lack a sense of jealousy.” Alice shrugged, “Theresa’s
got three boyfriends. Most of them have girlfriends. You met her, didn’t
you?”

   “Sure.” He nodded, “Rose also gave me some blood memories. I remember
meeting most of you, now. Including Rose saving my ass after I tried to
save Theresa. She was just a kitten, then. Tiny. Young.”

   “They grow up fast.” Alice sighed and then glared at him, “And you
distracted me. We are going to have this conversation! You just cheated
on your devil. With me. With absolutely no intention of actually having
a relationship with me.”

   “Does the Catholic girl really not care about cheating?” He raised an
eyebrow. “You’re more annoyed this isn’t the start of an affair.”

   She blushed and shrugged, “Like I said. I’m desperate. I’ll take
whatever I can get.”

   He absolutely had no reason to cheat on Vee. He just wanted to let
the witch know he didn’t hate her. That he thought she was beautiful and
intelligent. But she was right. He always seemed to make the wrong
choice. To do things the worst way that he could.

   “Help me fix Rose’s sword. And I’ll help you find someone who is
better than I am.” He offered weakly, knowing it wasn’t what she wanted.
“I promise.”

   “No.” Alice glared at him, “Now. Before I drop this field and we
forget this ever happened... Kiss me again.”

   She didn’t give him a chance to refuse.

   And he didn’t want to.



                                 — — —


   Alice smoothed down her dress, and glared at him, or tried to. She
was fighting back a massive smile. Whilst clarity descended on him like
a mountain falling. He truly, and utterly, hated himself in this moment.

   He could already feel himself trying to justify it in so many ways.
Every time the thought began, he had to cut it off. It didn’t matter
that he could justify this, the very fact that he had to meant he knew
he had fucked up.

   Badly.

   “I think... I’m going to be sick.”

   Alice stared at him angrily, “The fuck now?”

   He shook his head, “No, not that. You were amazing. Intense. I was
probably the disappointment... But... I cheated on her. It hasn’t even
been a day. What the fuck is wrong with me? What was I thinking?”

   “Nothing disappointing about it.” Alice smirked, and then winced,
“Apart from that being the only time. Damn it. You are right. Now, I
feel like shit, too. We cannot tell anyone about this. I don’t want
anyone looking at me and -”

   “Drop the field.”

   Alice stared at him, “No. Not until you agree not to tell the devil.”

   “Drop. The. Field.” The Commander stated angrily.

   “Motherfucker.” Alice cursed loudly.

   He glared at her.

   Alice burst into terrified tears.

   He glared some more.

   “Fine. But give me five minutes to teleport to another fucking
continent.” She winced. “Please?”

   He shrugged, “Don’t know what you’re concerned about. I’m the one who
is about to get his nuts cut off. Did you know devils have teeth?
Like... Everywhere? Cheeks, throat.”

   “Down there, too.” Alice shrugged, “But most of those fall out once
they’re marked. Did... Did you not know that before you...?”

   “She had teeth below?” His eyes widened in horror as he imagined her
practising keegles. “Well. That’s a conversation I wish she’d agreed to
have.”

   Alice snapped her fingers, dismissing the field.

   The two of them stared at the demon waiting for them, arms crossed.
Rose raised an eyebrow, “An hour. What could you two possibly have to
discuss that would take an hour of privacy?”

   He held up the scarf of sword fragments quickly, “My idea. Alice
thinks it’s mostly stupid. And dangerous. I was trying to convince her.”

   Rose sniffed, “Right. You should use my shower before you go talk to
Vee. Also, Alice, I fucking hate you.”

   She whirled on her feet and stalked away.

   “Aw, fuck.” The Commander swore.

   “She’s not wrong.” Alice winced, “You go have a shower. Whilst I try
and run away. You can pass a message to me by summoning Dreczyciel.
Though, that might not be a good idea if she finds out about this.
Liable to present my heart to her sister.”

   “You run. I wish I could. But I have to tell her.”



                                 — — —


   INDICATE: VARRAKEEN WILL REMEMBER THAT.

   The bed ignited as flames ran across Vee’s body. The devil didn’t say
anything. She didn’t scream or throw things at him. She just ignited and
gave him a look he hadn’t been prepared for that broke his heart.
Disappointment.

   “I understand if you want to leave me.” He shrugged, turning away
from her, “You’re welcome to stay here. Always. The others will protect
you. Even Rose is warming up to you.”

   “You dipshit.”

   “Yeah.”

   “No, I mean, you dipshit.” Vee half-laughed, half-cried.

   He turned around slowly, “Huh?”

   “I’m not going to leave you over this.” Vee shrugged, “I mean,
obviously I hate you for now. But that doesn’t mean I don’t still love
you. Gods above this hurts. So this is what it feels like. I think I
hate being betrayed.”

   “You are literally on fire with anger.” He pointed out, “And...
That’s not enough to admit you hate me?”

   “Nope. You’re stuck with me.” Vee smiled, as steam evaporated on her
cheeks. “And the fire isn’t anger. It’s a defensive mechanism. Because
I’m sad and alone. You are badly misreading this.”

   “I don’t know if I should give you space, or try and sit with you.
I’m the one who hurt you.” The Commander winced.

   Vee shrugged, “Space. What about the other idiot involved? She still
going to stare at us naked?”

   “You noticed that?” He asked in surprise, “I only guessed.”

   “I don’t mind putting on a show.” Vee smiled and then sighed, “And I
didn’t see the harm in it. Apparently a lot. Self harm. That is probably
going to hurt her badly now.”

   “Well, she expected you’d want to eat her heart. So she sort of
teleported a long way away.” He said slowly. “Said something about
Dreiel being able to contact her, but not thinking it would be a great
idea.”

   “No.” Vee shook her head quickly, “That’s a shitty idea. She would
totally present the heart to me. Know any other Summon she’s bound to?”

   He shook his head, “Can’t be that hard to find someone. She’s the
Void Witch.”

   “I’ll take care of it.” Vee smiled, “But, first. Space. Give me.”

   He nodded and headed for the door, when she yelled, “Oi!”

   He turned around, and Vee glared at him, “You’re forgetting
something.”

   “I’m sorry and stupid and sorry?”

   Vee rolled her eyes, “And mine. So give me a kiss goodbye. Jerk.”



                                 — — —


   “Rose.” He said as the door closed behind him. He no longer said it
with surprise. It was beyond clear that the demon wasn’t actually
leaving whenever she walked away. He’d also made up his mind that having
a stalker was more disturbing than Rose was adorable.

   “Let’s take a walk.” She ordered and started moving off.

   He followed, falling in step beside her, “You can’t keep doing this.”

   “No, shut up.” Rose commanded.

   “Fine. Where are we going, then?” He said with exasperation.

   Rose glared at him, “Shut. Up.”

   That was new. Even when he managed to piss her off to this level it
didn’t take much for her to spill and rant at him. In point of fact,
usually by this point she would have either yelled at him or stormed
off.

   There was something else going on here, beyond the usual dressing
down by Rose.

   Was she taking him somewhere to execute him?

   They had already left the fortress. Walking through crowds of people
that instinctively parted before them. Some of them smiled and greeted
him, but one look of Rose’s face was enough to make everyone decide that
there was something extraordinarily interesting in a different
direction.

   He didn’t recognise the part of town she was leading him into.
Whatever it was had suffered badly from the dragon attacks. Shattered
buildings still lying open to the elements, though at least they seemed
more like offices than residences.

   The shadows were getting long, as the sun set. He’d only been back
for a short time, and already felt like he’d royally screwed up. Alice
was right. When it came time to make a decision, he always made the
wrong one.

   Was he making the wrong one by aimlessly following Rose?

   The demon paused outside the entrance to a warehouse. She waved
silently at the door and then leaned up against the building.

   “Yeah... I’m not going in without a bit more explanation. Why are we
here, Rose?”

   She ground her teeth together, squeaking noisily, but didn’t say
anything. Her aura wasn’t much help either. It was just a floating smog
cloud of irritation, outright rage, and a hint of shame. Nothing beyond
her usual mood.

   “Is this about what happened with Alice?”

   Rose glared at him and banged on the door.

   His shoulders drooped and he shook his head. “Ya know, one day we’re
going to have to have a long talk about your attitude.”

   He entered the warehouse, and immediately wished he hadn’t. He knew
why Rose was acting the way she was, and he really wished he’d managed
to put it together before he saw the woman sitting on a pile of freshly
dead.

   She looked a lot like Vee, but both the horns on her head were
twisted like a ram’s. There were also studded prongs of bone all along
her her chest, maybe following the path of her collarbone. Two enormous
wings, leathery, sat at her back. Her eyes weren’t red like Vee, though.
They were just empty black saucers.

   “Shit.”

   The woman smiled softly, “So you’re the one. How delicious. I must
say, my daughter’s taste is not altogether terrible. You would make a
lovely little pet.”

   He winced, “And you’re the current High Queen of the Shadow World, or
whatever. Why are you here, exactly?”

   “Oh. Such fire.” She laughed, “I am here because this is where you
are, kitten. You can put away the fangs. You cannot hurt me. You are
nothing but a tiny little human. Pathetic, in almost every way. So
perhaps I should ask the questions, and you should show more respect for
your better.”

   “You commanded Rose.” He shook his head, “That’s not something I’m
likely to forget any time soon. Nor forgive. So again, bitch, why are
you here?”

   He dangled from the ground, her hand around his throat. He felt her
tapping a fingernail against his skin, considering puncturing him and
ending it. He had not a single doubt that she could.

   “Unless you want me to call Vee, put me down.”

   The woman lowered him slowly, her eyes dancing with mirth, “So it is
intelligent. Stupidity and intelligence in the one lifeform. What an
insult to the creators that is. I adore it. Yes, I would prefer to
discuss this away from my daughter. As would you.”

   He shrugged, “Discuss what?”

   “You cheated on her.” The devil shrugged as she sat back down on the
pile of dead she had assembled. “An unforgivable sin to any devil. If
you were one of us, you would be punished by having your entrails
dragged out and eaten by dogs whilst you are forced to watch.”

   He sighed heavily, “Yeah, I screwed up. I know.”

   “That was my doing.” The devil smiled at him, “You see, you have
caused me not shortage of angst and disgust. Lacking my beautiful
daughter to fornicate with, my husband forced himself upon our remaining
eldest. A crime of this scale has not been committed in many centuries.
Nor can it become public knowledge.”

   “Yeah, he’s a piece of shit.” The Commander replied angrily.

   The devil gave a thin smile, “It is as you say. However, I am loathe
to allow him to continue to punish our daughter in that manner. Her
sister was raised for this. He would not touch her in that manner, would
not dare to. You must return her to us.”

   “Devilry.” He sighed heavily, “Vee doesn’t want me to know about
devils or their politics. She’d be rather pissed that I was even
listening to you. I know, I fucked up. But that doesn’t mean you can
suddenly blackmail me into helping you solve your own broken society.”

   “I understand that you told her of your crime.” The woman said
slowly, “Is this true?”

   “Yeah.”

   The woman smiled at him, “As I said, I caused your crime. I ordered
the demon to find an excuse to take you to her room, which I ordered her
to douse in a certain... Perfume. A potion of a kind.”

   “You... Roofied me?” The Commander said in shock.

   The devil chuckled, “Indeed. The result of which may become a love
child. How terribly exciting. However, if you do not do as I wish... Vee
still tolerates your existence, which I struggle to comprehend. But how
much longer would she? What if you slept with the devil, as per my
original intent? And then the dwarf? Perhaps even the elf.”

   “Motherfucker.”

   “Do you have a mother I could set you upon?” The devil seemed
positively excited by the idea.

   He crossed his arms, “You are a first class bitch, even for a
mother-in-law. You are right. You could completely destroy my life.
Completely wreck your daughter and turn her into a hollow shell, ripe
for abuse by your husband.”

   The devil was taken aback, “You are merely human. Your life would
have been short anyway. She would get over it.”

   “No, she wouldn’t.” He shook his head, “She’s not likely to ever get
over what I’ve already done to her. Our relationship might possibly
mend, but it will always be scarred by this. People don’t get over
things. They learn to live with them. There is a significant
difference.”

   “People.” The devil repeated, staring at him in awe.

   “Now, there’s a few things I want to say, and you’re going to
listen.” The Commander said with irritation, “Firstly, if you fuck with
me again, just keep in mind that I bound Leto. I’d be more than happy to
ruin your relationship with him. Secondly, Dreczyciel has already asked
me to save Mazikeen. And I will, but my way. I will save her in a way
that doesn’t involve Leto taking it out of someone else’s hide. Thirdly,
if you ever command Rose again, any command, I will be the one taking it
out of your hide.”

   The last one seemed a step too far. The devil went from awestruck to
giggling. “You. A tiny little weakling of a psychic. How exactly would
you take your revenge from my flesh?”

   He reacted instinctively. A shard of Rose’s sword landed in his hand
a moment before he slammed it into the woman’s knee. She howled loud
enough to knock him to the ground, where he held his bleeding hand.

   The devil clawed at her leg, ripping the metal free, and scrambled
backwards on the ground, unable to stand.

   He crawled over and picked up the metal shard, “I suppose you
recognise this?”

   “It doesn’t exist!” The queen screamed angrily.

   He laughed softly, “You know... It wouldn’t take you that long to
find out. I made this sword. And I’m going to remake it again. I don’t
tend to waste my words. I’d rather say nothing than give an empty
promise. Command Rose again, and I will take my pound of flesh.”

   “What do they call you, monster?” She asked in terror.

   He stood up slowly, his blood dripping down the length of the metal
shard in his hand. “To Vee, I am Tereksor. To everyone else... They call
me the Commander.”

   “Tereksor.”

   He shrugged, “The name she gave me.”

   The queen dragged herself upright on a pillar, her leg still limp,
and bleeding. “You. You were named the Tereksor?”

   “Yeah. Dreczyciel reacted similarly.” He frowned, “But... Vee doesn’t
want me to know why devils overreact to that name. So I’d rather you
didn’t tell me, and fuck off.”

   “I will hold you to your promise.” The woman said firmly, “You will
save all three of the daughters whose names you know. I will not
tolerate failure.”

   He shrugged, “Go.”

   The devil vanished in a puff of black flame, and he tucked the metal
shard away and walked towards the exit, rubbing his ears.

   He stepped into the street and shrugged his shoulders, “Rose.”

   The demon jerked upright at his voice, “I’m sorry. I... I couldn’t.
Can’t.”

   He brushed her cheek, “Taken care of it. She won’t be back. Won’t
tell you what to do, not anymore.”

   Rose caught his hand, eyes watering as she saw the twin cuts, “These
are deep. They need treatment.”

   He pulled his hand back, “I need you to promise me something first.”

   The demidemon shrugged, looking at him pathetically. “After what I
did... I owe you. Everything.”

   “You were half hoping it would work. Just didn’t figure it would work
whilst I was with Alice and not you.” He smiled knowingly, “Rose. I want
you to promise me not to tell Vee about this.”

   “But... It wasn’t your fault.” The demidemon said in confusion, “You
were tricked. Forced. That devil was to blame. Not you.”

   “So... Let’s think that through. Imagine we were together. And I
cheated on you with... Say, Taylor. I say sorry, and you want to impale
my skull on a stake. Then I come back to you with proof a dryad was
manipulating me. Does it make it feel any better?” The Command raised an
eyebrow.

   “No.” Rose took a deep breath, “But it should.”

   He shook his head, “But it won’t. So you won’t tell her. Or anyone
else. I won’t make excuses for myself.”

   Rose smiled at him sadly, “Idiot. Why did I ever let you break up
with me?”

   His stomach growled loudly, interrupting before he could speak. He
blinked in surprise, “Oh, wow. That felt uncomfortable. How did I forget
to eat today?”

   “The musk.” Rose chuckled softly, “Turns all that hunger into...
Sexual frustration. That’s the way it works, and how it guarantees
results. By distracting you from food and building up. It’s also
illegal, before you ask.”

   “Great.” He shook his head.

   Rose took his arm, “Ah, settle petal. I’ll treat you to dinner. Not
like Vee is about to go out to tea with you, is it?”

   “Don’t suck up, Rose. It doesn’t suit you.”

   She glared at him, “Don’t worry, I’m not. We used to do this all the
time. Grab some dinner, a few drinks and... Watch the chaos hit the
town. I want my Commander back. Even if he’s never even going to kiss
me. And instead fuck a devil and one of my closest friends.”

   “Awesome!” He yelled sarcastically, “Now you’ve got extra ammunition
to bring up all the bloody time. I guess we’re headed to a tavern?”

   “Specialising in recreating recipes from the last world.” Rose
shrugged, “Come on, it’ll be fun.”

   “Lead on, demon.”



                                 — — —


   The demon lit up and clapped excitedly as the waiter delivered a
plate of tacos in front of her, whilst he received what he could swear
was a perfectly traditional Coq au Vin, even if the waiter had informed
him earlier that chicken was wildly different in the afterlife.

   He smiled over at Rose, “Don’t think I’ve ever seen you that happy.”

   She paused midcrunch, speaking with her mouthful, “Shuddup.”

   He laughed and picked up his fork, “Thanks for this.”

   The demon shrugged as she continued eating. She paused to reposition
the broken shell in her hand, “Didn’t do it for you. Idiot.”

   “Sure, you did.” He replied, “You’re worried that I’m going to go
coward on you again. That even if I don’t run away you’ve already lost
your Commander. That Tereksor is a new beast.”

   “Psychic asshole.” She glowered.

   “Don’t need to be psychic to know when my best friend is feeling left
out.” He smiled at her sadly, still picturing how she was when he had
first found her. Remembering what she had said her wings had been
harvested for.

   “Ouch.” Rose laughed, “Friend-zoned. And after I bought you dinner.”

   He rolled his eyes, “You really are uncomfortable with emotions,
aren’t you? Always a joke or snarl to cover.”

   She kicked him under the table, audibly cracking his shin. She smiled
sweetly at him, “What was that?”

   “You are the sweetest and most generous woman in this world. Alas, I
have but one life to give, and have already promised it to another. What
terrible fate is this, that has cast me in this role? To see a beauty,
and yet never touch it.” He rambled quickly.

   Rose blushed and squirmed, “I want to kick you again. But that was
sweet.”

   “Have you ever dated anyone else?” The Commander asked, “I mean, you
are still a catch. A member of Salt & Spice. Fiery. Which generally
means... Well, you know.”

   Rose did kick him again. “Oi. If you’re friend-zoning me, we are not
going to talk about bedroom antics. Not ever. But... Sure. Couple of
boyfriends, and then a girlfriend. Last guy I dated turned into a bandit
king after I dumped him. Speaks to the kind of asshole I attract.”

   He frowned, “You like girls, too?”

   “Sure.” She shrugged, “Well, maybe. Only dated the one girl.
Didn’t... End very well. She dumped me in favour of my best friend.”

   The Commander avoided her gaze, “April, huh?”

   “Yeah.”

   “Yet another reason for you to hate me.” He sighed, “And one you
didn’t tell me earlier. I suppose because I might have asked April about
it, then.”

   “Yeah. Not a conversation I’m interested in having.” Rose said
firmly.

   He smiled up at her, “But... If we are resurrecting her. She’s going
to owe you one. And be pretty infuriated at me for... Moving on.”

   “Not April.” Rose shook her head, “She’s part angel, Commander. Hate
isn’t a thing she actually understands.”

   “We have to make her fall to bring her back.” He winced, “She’ll be
like you. Part demon, not part angel. Pretty sure the fury is going to
be... Intense.”

   Rose shivered, “Yeah... I suppose she’s going to try and kill you.
More than once. Are you just trying to protect your ass by tossing her
at me?”

   “Of course.”

   Rose finished her dinner, “You’re a terrible liar. Always liked that
about you. I’m never going to think of you as just a friend, Commander.
Sorry. Can’t have a friendship that lasts lifetimes with our history.
But... I suppose I can settle for an awkward relationship. Not quite
friends, never anything more.”

   He smiled, “Is this your hint to never try and set you up on a date?”

   “No, that was me saying I appreciate that you’re sweet.” Rose smiled,
“But, if you do ever set me up on a date, be careful of shadows. Because
I might just drop from one and bite you.”

   He scratched his head, “Was that... A threat? Promise?”

   “Threat.” Rose rolled her eyes, “So... You like biting, then?”

   “No. It hurt like shit.” He replied, and sipped from his beer,
“But... It was... Intimate. It was nice of you. If also desperate.”

   “Apparently not as desperate as Alice.” Rose teased.

   He closed his eyes with a wince, “Ah, shit. Thanks for the reminder.
What did I do to the witch to... Break her. Make her willing to be
abused by me for a taste, any taste, of my attention. She’d become a toy
if I asked.”

   “She’s not the only one who feels that way.” Rose shook her head,
“There’s a permanent snow storm on the edge of the city. Erica is
broken. Doesn’t eat, doesn’t drink. Just freezes the whole damn place.
Taylor turned to dark magic. I don’t think that needs an explanation,
even if you are a forgetful idiot. As for Agate... She’s a dwarf. They
always look tough. Doesn’t mean they actually are.”

   The Commander looked pained, “Why me? I’m a forgetful asshole. Why
have all of you latched onto an incredibly unreliable bastard?”

   “Unreliable in relationships, sure.” Rose shrugged, “But when it
comes down to the things that matter most, you’re there for us. Me being
kidnapped for one. The devil just now, for another. The dragon. You
fight for us. Even when you’re not suited to it.”

   “Still don’t think I’m worth it.”

   Rose glared, “Then try. You owe us that much. To try and live up to
the expectations set. But... That’s for tomorrow. As much as I hate
it... You should go home and see your wife. Who will complain you smell
like me.”

   He stood up and stretched slowly, “Thanks, Rose. You always know how
to get me to pull my head out of my ass.”

   “Not always.” She glared, “But enough.”

   She caught the waiter and paid, as he stepped out into the cold
streets. “Walk you back?”

   Rose punched his arm, “Find your own way back, sook. I’m heading over
to Erica’s for a bit.”



                                 — — —


   He hesitated, stopping a moment before his hand knocked on the door.
She’d said she wanted space, and he might not have given her all she
wanted. It might make sense to find another bedroom in this mess of a
fortress. Let her be the one to decide when it was right to talk to him
again.

   He knew he wasn’t worthy of her forgiveness. Not deserving of
sympathy from anyone. He had finally done what System wanted. Treated
this world like a game, and it had adapted and given him an out.

   He wasn’t going to take it.

   To System, they were all just pawns for her entertainment. He
couldn’t let himself get suckered into that point of view. Had to see
them for who they were, or he would become something even he didn’t
recognise. A piece of garbage to be thrown away and burned.

   He lowered his hand to leave, turning and stepping away from the
bedroom, only to stop and stare awkwardly.

   Vee gave a small smile, standing there in a night gown, holding a
glass of water. She stepped passed him, pausing to kiss his cheek. She
opened their door, and took a deep breath, “Coming?”

   “I don’t... Deserve to.”

   “Who said anything about what you think?” Vee said, her voice less
angry that she was trying to sound. She wasn’t asking him to come with
her, she was telling him. She wasn’t going to let things get worse than
they already were.

   He followed her in, “There’s no couch.”

   “Suppose you’ll just have to sleep in the bed.” Vee said
sarcastically and then sighed. She put her glass down on the bedside
table, “I want you to hold me. At least until I fall asleep.”

   He began getting dressed to sleep, as he did she caught his wrist,
looking at the bandage around his hand. “What happened?”

   “Cut myself.” He shrugged, “On a piece of Rose’s sword. Nothing
major. Already had the healing process kickstarted.”

   Vee glared at him openly, “Okay. Let me rephrase. Why did it happen?”

   “Just something stupid.” He shook his head.

   “Secrets. Hate them.” The devil growled.

   He took a deep breath, “It really was just something stupid. But you
won’t feel any better for finding out. I don’t think you’d want to
know.”

   “Didn’t want to know about Alice. Still had to.” Vee said, fingers
locked tight around his wrist, “Now, explain.”

   “Your mother came to threaten me. Near enslaved Rose to do it. I
threatened her back, and when she didn’t take me seriously, I stabbed
her.” The Commander spoke slowly, carefully. Didn’t do anything to
lessen the impact of the words.

   Vee let go of him, “Oh.”

   He brushed her cheek and finished getting changed, before climbing
under the covers. The devil and her infernal heat climbed in beside him,
an arm that felt nearly blistering going across his chest. She lay her
head down next to his, “That where you’re going to leave it?”

   “Yes?” He said hesitantly, as if he didn’t know what she meant.

   Vee grumbled, and glared, “Are you kidding me? Asshole. If my mother
was threatening you, she would have done something first. Something that
made you act in a way that didn’t make sense. Did she have anything to
do with Alice?”

   “How would that make it any better? I cheated on you.”

   Vee took a ragged breath, “I’m not human, Tereksor. If you tell me a
devil fucked with you, I’d forgive you. No ongoing harm to our trust.
I’ve lived that world. Apparently dragged you into it.”

   “But I’m human. And it wouldn’t make it any better.” He put his arm
around her, holding her shoulders. “Alice is a witch. Still remembers
being a Catholic girl. She’s going to be broken up about this for years.
Apparently craving my attention to an obsessive degree.”

   His eyes bulged as Vee sank her teeth into his shoulder. “Wha? Fuck.”

   Vee growled wordlessly into him, her fangs sinking even deeper.
Apparently he had done something to frustrate her, and now she was
punishing him in a way he had not experienced at her hands before.

   “Vee. The fuck. Please stop.”

   The devil pulled her teeth out slowly, stinging as she did. “And now,
you can stop making excuses. You’re mine, through and through.”

   “That hurt. What was it?”

   SKILL ACQUIRED: MARKED ONE.

   Vee smiled at him and kissed his cheek, “A taste. I... I marked you.
As mine. Didn’t know if girls could actually mark, but it seems to have
worked.”

   “Marked me.” He frowned, “What does that... Mean?”

   Vee frowned, “Eugh... How do I put it? I poisoned your soul with
mine. Interlocked us. Every unholy thing will know that you’re a part of
me, and vice versa. Like a contract between summoner and Summon, but
deeper.”

   “Your soul.” He blinked, “Did you... Make me part devil?”

   Vee grinned broadly, “Aha. So now you can stop making excuses. My
mother was a bitch. We can let it go at that.”

   He sighed sadly and shook his head, “No. It doesn’t work that way. I
wish it did. Before I can accept your forgiveness... I have to forgive
myself.”

   “What. The. Fuck.” Vee said in shock, “Forgive... Yourself? How do
you even hold a grudge against yourself?”

   He smiled at her, “Really? You can feel guilt, can’t you?”

   “... Yes.” She nodded.

   “So when a human feels extra guilty it kind of spirals off into a
kind of self loathing. We hold grudges against ourselves all the time.”
He shrugged, “Is that... Not normal?”

   “I guess.” Vee frowned, “Hmm... I can feel guilt. I can hate myself.
But... I can’t blame myself? What is done is done. I cannot change it.
So why would I blame myself? The answer is to fix the situation. Not
mope.”

   He held her tighter, “That is surprisingly... Kind. I think most
humans wish that they could think that way. Kind to yourself. Not
something we’re very good at.”

   Vee smiled, “Well. Now. Tomorrow, we start fresh. I will tease you
about Alice. And probably intimidate her now and then. But you are mine,
and I love you. That’s all that matters.”

   He held her tightly, her intense warmth taking his exhaustion and
pushing him towards sleep. He still didn’t think he deserved this. And
it was probably more complicated than Vee had said. But... He was
willing to take it.

   He fell asleep, listening to her breathing.



                                 — — —


   “No, come back.” Vee moaned, grabbing his arm and nearly yanking it
out of its socket as she dragged him off his feet like he didn’t weigh
anything at all.

   He sighed heavily, “You know, I do have to earn my keep one day.
Starting with a magical sword.”

   Vee glared at him blearily, “No. Pretend to be a layabout. And
snuggle.”

   He kissed her forehead, “Would you rather that I speak to Alice
before or after you’re fully awake?”

   She launched him from the bed and into the wall, cracking it. “Awake.
Now. Oh, shit. Are you in one piece?”

   He groaned and stretched his back, “Uh... Actually, yeah. That’s
surprising. You didn’t like my idea.”

   “Void bitch is the best to help with the sword.” Vee pouted, “But I
hate her right now. Can’t you just put of your little crusade for a bit?
Help Agate instead or something.”

   “I know exactly nothing about salt or mining.” He laughed softly.

   Vee stuck out her bottom lip.

   “Nothing to stop you coming along with us.” He shrugged, “Help
everyone know where they stand.”

   “No.” Vee shook her head and curled into a ball, pulling the blanket
over her head. “I’m not leaving my room today.”

   “Our room.” He grinned.

   She peaked out of the blanket, “Ours?”

   His face fell, and she rolled her eyes. “I forgave you, Tereksor. Our
room. Our bed. Your wife.”

   He knelt on the edge of the bed and kissed her forehead, “Okay. But
you shouldn’t sleep all day. You did that yesterday. There’s a whole
city. And a whole lot to do. Don’t want to make the others too jealous.”

   Vee paused, thinking and shrugged, “Still going to spend today in
bed.”

   “Something I need to know?”

   The devil shook her head, “Not... Yet. Maybe soon. Just... Give me
some time on it.”

   The Commander kissed her head again and stood up, “Alright. You know
where I’ll be. Tempting fate and magic.”

   She didn’t try and stop him leaving again, just curled up underneath
the blanket. It was actually pretty concerning that all she wanted to do
was hide in their room. This was the confident devil who could kill
anyone who threatened her, if she thought to. Whose only reason for not
destroying the dragon outright was his stubbornness to not treat her
like a weapon.

   Was she... Afraid of how the others would treat her?

   “Rose.” He rolled his eyes.

   The demidemon glared back at him, holding a silver tray, “Out of the
way, idiot.”

   He stepped aside and re-opened the door as she shuffled by him. She
delivered the food to his wife, and then retreated back into the
hallway. Rose closed the door slowly, as if trying not to wake her.

   “You know something I don’t?”

   She rolled her eyes, “Always. How can I help the idiot stay out of
trouble today?”

   “Get in it, actually.” He shrugged, “Vee’s agreed to let Alice take a
look at the sword I broke. Think she’ll have some insights.”

   Rose sighed heavily, “Still determined to fix it. It can’t be done,
Commander. Just drop it. And stop worrying your devil.”

   “She’s... Weirdly not.” He shrugged, “So. Had any more problems with
her mother?”

   Rose went red, “No. And we’re not going to talk about that. But if
you’re determined to see the person you should probably be avoiding,
she’s in the dining hall. With Agate. Get in quick before the dwarf gets
her to agree to go cave diving.”

   He shrugged, “Cave diving?”

   Rose started walking, dragging him along and barely resisting from
grabbing his arm. “Yeah. Apparently they’ve found a mysterious pool in
one of the lower mines. Sparkling water that’s... A little too solid to
be called water. Sludge? Treacle? Something like that.”

   “What makes it magic? Apart from sparkles?”

   Rose shrugged, “No idea. That’s why Agate wants the witch’s opinion.
And she’ll probably want to give it, if it gets her away from the
devil.”

   They entered the dining hall, and he saw Alice turn white and begin
to stand. “You know, I don’t think she’s just avoiding Vee.”

   Rose snapped her fingers, igniting the doorway the witch ran towards.
Who snuffed out the flames and kept going as if on instinct. He
shrugged, “Worth a shot.”

   Rose laughed softly, “She’ll be back once it occurs to her that we
obviously wanted to talk. She does tend to... Overreact.”

   “Remind you of anyone else?”

   Rose punched him, and then shoved him towards Agate’s table.

   As he sat down, a waitress appeared at his elbow. A neko. She
curtsied, “Lord Commander. What would you like this morning?”

   He scratched his chin, disturbed by the living trope standing in
front of him. “Eh... Whatever you have. Don’t want to be a hassle.”

   “Ya being one.” Agate laughed, “Whatever they have is everything you
can get. You don’t have a title for nothing, laddie. Make it an English
breakfast, lass.”

   She curtsied and scurried away. Actually scurried, making him almost
expect her to go down on all fours, but that would be more than he could
take.

   He nodded at Agate, “Here you’ve got a job for Alice. Some weirdness
in the mine.”

   The dwarf crossed her arms, not that he could tell she was a woman at
all. “Don’t you have something to say to me first, boy?”

   He frowned and scratched his chin, “Nothing seems to come to mind.”

   Agate burst out laughing and thumped on the table, “There’s the
bastard! It’s good to see you again. High spirits and all.”

   “Let me see. Learned to kill. Earned my keep hunting dead beats.
Married a devil.” He shrugged, “Why wouldn’t I be?”

   Agate smiled grimly, “Death’s no joking matter.”

   “No. But me being a killer is.” He shrugged.

   The dwarf shook her head, grinning. “That it be. Suppose you want to
take the witch off my hands, then?”

   “Few research questions.” He shrugged, “Trying to fix Rose’s sword.
Have a few ideas, but I need the Void Witch for them. But, if there’s
something urgent in the mines... Can I help? Pull my weight a bit more?”

   Agate looked him up and down, “Could be. Ya blind now, aren’t you?”

   “Yeah. Physically, anyway.” He shrugged, “See with this psychic
skill. Colours everything weird. I see in auras.”

   “Makes it easier to see in the dark, and see things the others of us
won’t.” Agate spelled it out, “Mighty useful. The pond is in one of the
lower levels. Man-eating caterpillars, rock golems and the like. Hard to
spot, even if you hear ’em coming.”

   “Pond? Not a lake?”

   “Technicality.” Agate shrugged. “Not fed by a river or anything like
that. Just a bunch of water that’s congealed in a cave. Luminescent
bacteria has grown in the still water. Not that unusual. But we’re
picking up magical traces. And that’s downright odd.”

   “Lord Commander.” The neko waitress reappeared, presenting his food
with silver cutlery. He stiffened uncomfortably as she spread a cloth
across his lap, he’d hated that even in the last world.

   Rose patted the waitress on the head, “Thanks Mica. Put it on the
company tab.”

   Mica let out a small and happy meow before she moved off. As Rose
picked up his fork and stabbed it through the back of his hand and into
the table. His eyes watered as she picked at his hashbrown innocently,
“Don’t stare at others. Idiot.”

   “I wasn’t.” He protested and yanked the soft metal out of his hand,
looking at the blood-encrusted bent tines. “I just... They’re
different.”

   “You have enough girlfriends.” Rose shrugged, still eating his
breakfast.

   The Commander sighed and began wrapping his hand in his napkin. He
heard a squeal and his hand was yanked free. He looked at the waitress,
“I do something wrong, again?”

   Mica smiled weakly, “The stains are hard. Sorry.”

   “Ah.” He understood. “Sorry. Could you get me a bandage or
something?”

   Mica smiled sheepishly, and then he felt a strangely ticklish
sensation as she licked at the back of his hand. Her tongue was soft,
but like fine sandpaper. As he realised what she was doing, he lost his
appetite. This was too much. System was obviously screwing with him.

   The waitress curtsied and left, flashing a nervous look in his
direction. He flexed his hand, “That one was your fault, Rose.”

   The demidemon glared at him, “Pervert.”

   “Ladies, please.” Agate held up her hands, “We’ve got mysterious
depths to plumb. Far more interesting than the shape or size of the
Commander’s junk. Usually we use Taylor. Elven ears are great, but elven
cowards not so much. Often her running was the signal a bastard was
about to burst through the ground.”

   “Sounds fun.” The Commander shrugged, “Count me in, but don’t expect
a fighter. You’ll have to save my skinny ass.”

   “Skinny white ass.” The dwarf chuckled and turned, waving at the
doorway. The Commander had barely noticed that the witch had returned,
and was chewing on her necklace as she peered into the room. Working in
the blind dark must heighten the senses.

   Rose finished his hashbrowns and started on the bacon. He waved her
off with his knife and picked up a piece unceremoniously. “Get your
own.”

   “Yours tastes better.” The demidemon glared.

   Alice sat down slowly at the table, “Uh... About before...”

   “Forget it.” The Commander shook his head, “Got permission to talk to
you first. But, seems I’ll be joining you on a cave dive first. I’ll be
your eyes in the dark, if you’ll have me.”

   “Makes sense.” Alice agreed, but didn’t lose her nervous and
uncomfortable demeanour. Seemed like she was determined to rewrite her
character after what they had done. Every chance she’d been
sucker-punched by the devilry involved, too. She might have thought she
did actually hate him, or any manner of complicated crap he could care
less about.

   “Any thoughts?” The Commander asked as he attempted to stab Rose’s
hand.

   “The algae blooms are white.” Alice said thoughtfully, “Unusual
coloration for the depths. Blue, sure. But a bright white tends to
suggest a massive amount of the stuff in one place. Large amounts of
life or death can lead to stored magic, with no actual magical threat.
Unfortunately, foxfire can be poisonous in this world. Glowing mushrooms
can kill. Might also be something hiding in the water.”

   “Well, if the Commander is finished flirting with Rose, we can get
going.” Agate shrugged.

   He sighed and picked up his egg on toast, and stuck a corner in his
mouth before Rose could steal it, “Sure.”

   He was wrong. Rose nipped a corner off, grinned at him, and then
skipped away happily. He shook his head, and then felt the other two
glaring at him. He shrugged, “You really think I’ve got any control over
her?”

   “No.” Alice shook her head.

   Agate shrugged, “Not at all.”

   Then they spoke together, “Player.”



                                 — — —


   Walking into the mine was stunning. At the higher levels he was
surrounded by the noise and swirl of the workers, but as they got
deeper, and he became more accustomed to it, he realised he wasn’t just
seeing the tunnel.

   He could see the veins of salt and copper in the surrounding rock.
See through the walls into parallel tunnels. Snaking and tiny holes that
were drilled by water or small creatures, spreading out into a infinite
majesty of twisting and winding labyrinths. Untouched by the miners.
Entire worlds, hidden just behind a thin veil of rock.

   “You’re looking stupid.” Agate stated.

   The Commander smiled, his head roving, “I can see it. All of it.
Places you haven’t been. Untapped salt lines. Did you know there is a
copper vein in that wall that is three feet thick?”

   “Noted.” Agate laughed softly, “Should have had you become a psychic
a long time ago.”

   “Those... Caterpillars you talked about.” The Commander frowned, “You
did not tell me how big they get. There’s a nest... Below us somewhere.
I can hear them. See them. Some of them are large enough to drive
through a house and leave nothing standing.”

   “Shit.” Agate laughed nervously, “Didn’t know they can get that big.
Group hold. This shaft leads down to the pit where we found the pond.
Psychic, see anything?”

   The Commander rubbed his temples as he directed his vision,
stretching it to the limit to reach down the length. “Uh... Something
bright. Suppose that’s the magic you noticed. It’s... Dense? Tightly
knit. Can’t see through it. Wait... That’s not quite right. I do see
something. Not in the magic. There’s something being reflected by the
water. Might be bats?”

   “No, it won’t be.” Agate chuckled, “Too deep for those bastards.
We’ll be sweating when we get down there. Come on, we’re taking the long
way. Group, move it out.”

   “Hold up!” The Commander shouted as he shifted his attention back,
“That wall. There’s... A man. Man-shape.”

   “Golem!” Agate roared at the top of her lungs, bringing up a
sledgehammer.

   The man made of rock tore free of the wall and into the collection of
dwarfs with brutal impact. It didn’t need a weapon to inflict rending
damage. Tearing organs apart with a single punch.

   Alice appeared out of nowhere, glowing brightly as she cast magic. A
wall of crystallising ice flew from her hand, slowing the golem but
little else. And then a shockwave knocked the Commander from his feet as
she followed up with a fireball. The golem became flying shrapnel,
embedding itself all around them.

   He reached up and touched one of the rocks that had very nearly gone
through his skull, and found it firmly fixed in the wall. Still cold to
the touch, with traces of warmth here and there. Surprising but not
unexpected.

   He pushed himself upright which is when he winced and touched the
back of his head. He’d cut it when he was knocked down. Not badly, but
enough to sting and make his headache just that tiny bit worse.

   Agate shook her head, picking up a piece of the golem and looking at
what he could see was a face, but doubted the dwarf could. “Bastard
would have ambushed us from behind. Glad to have you, Commander.”

   He shrugged, “Let’s... Get going.”

   The dwarf dropped the stone and stood up, “You two, clean this up.
Witch, to the back. You need to recharge. Commander, centre up. Need you
protected.”

   They headed deeper into the mine.



                                 — — —


   Agate had been right. This deep into the mine, the heat was stifling.
The air was thick and hard to breathe. Sweat dripped from the Commander.
Not so much from the dwarves. They were used to places like this.

   Looking back at Alice, seemed she was also unaffected. Somehow.
Probably something magical. She had a shimmer to her aura. Maybe a small
and light spell.

   The witch smiled nervously, “What is it, Commander? Something going
to jump out at me?”

   “Nah.” He shook his head, falling back beside her, “Just wondering
how weak I really am. I’m sweating buckets, and you’re untouched. The
dwarves make sense. This is their home.”

   Alice laughed and patted at her hip, pulling a small vial out of her
pouch. “The dwarves are messing with you. We all took a dose of this.
Ice Veins to the locals. Makes you tolerate extreme temperatures
easily.”

   “When?” The Command said as he took it, “I’ve been with you the
entire way.”

   “When you were staring down into the mineshaft.” She shrugged.

   The liquid was bitter, almost too much to handle. He gagged as he
forced it down, choking on the repulsive potion. However, he also felt
it freezing him, like a terrifyingly cold wind ripping through him.

   “Thanks for joining in on their fun.”

   Alice laughed, “I was going to offer it to you. I don’t hate you that
much. We all got a little distracted by a golem in the walls.”

   So, she was going to try and fall back to type.

   “Oi, psychic.” Agate called, “Don’t get distracted. Distraction is
death.”

   The Commander rolled his eyes, “Is she always that stiff?”

   Alice shrugged, “Yes. But not often this correct. Things are
dangerous down here.”

   The Commander sighed and moved further up, centred among all the
others. This was proving to be... Boring. He was surprised by the
conclusion. Every time a new monster emerged was fraught, and
terrifying. There was magic and... Repetitive strategy.

   If he was feeling bored, he couldn’t imagine what his infinite
tormentor was feeling.

   Yet, Vee had suggested that morning that he help Agate in the mines.
This was not just a coincidence. Those things didn’t exist in this
world. A world apparently centred directly on him, despite the arrogance
of the thought. It was possible he was a side character in a larger
story. More than possible. Viz would be the centre of political power in
this region.

   He felt boredom, and so the world needed to adapt.

   “Hold fast!” The Commander shouted as he understood what was about to
happen. Didn’t matter what he said, though. The floor disappeared,
collapsing away in every direction, sending them all tumbling head over
heels into what was a dark abyss. For everyone else.

   For him, it was a dizzying array of lights.

   A hand caught his, arresting his fall and landing him gently on a
floor that wasn’t there, in a space that didn’t exist. He saw her
familiar face, her intelligent eyes. “Was wondering if you’d turn up.”

   “INDICATE: YOU CHEATED.” System declared angrily.

   He shrugged, “Did I?”

   “INDICATE: YOU MUST PLAY THE GAME.” Her voice wasn’t the calm and
steady one he was familiar with. It lacked the overarching steady
laughter, resting just beneath the surface.

   She hadn’t come to berate him. She had come to him as a threat. A
reminder that this was for her entertainment, not his own. She might
call him precious, but she didn’t seem to comprehend that he was a
person, any more than she thought that any of the players in her game
was a person.

   “Sorry.” He winced, “But... The cave-in was easy to see coming. I get
it. I shouldn’t have issued a warning. Play the game, by using only the
reasoning of the game.”

   “QUERY: WHAT?” The woman asked, the skin around her technological
pieces stretching uncomfortably, indicating a void beneath it.
“INDICATE: I WAS REFERRING TO ALICE. YOU KEPT THE DEVIL. REFUSED THE
EXCUSE.”

   “She might be one of your creations, but she’s one of your best.” He
smiled and shrugged, “Fallen for her. Head over heels. I don’t want to
hurt Vee.”

   “INDICATE: BORING. BREAK UP, OR SHE WILL DIE.”

   As that sucker punch hit him, he found himself tumbling into the void
again. Blinded by the flashing lights of the minerals and rocks as they
either fell passed him or vice versa.



                                 — — —


   His whole body was wracked with pain when he woke up. He didn’t
remember falling asleep. Or more likely, unconscious. His head felt
bruised and battered, and he had an instinct to keep one of his arms
curled and supported. Knowing it would hurt like all shit if he moved
it.

   He opened his blind eyes, seeing nothing, as per usual. Then he
opened his mind, or attempted to. The pain struck back with a vengeance,
and he curled into a ball, holding his head and weeping.

   “Commander...?” He voice asked quietly, hesitantly.

   He groaned, and took a deep breath, “Something’s wrong. I... Think
I’m hurt. Badly. Alice? Are you okay?”

   “Oh, sure.” The witch said sarcastically, “Just a broken leg. Buried
beneath a motherfucking boulder!”

   “Sorry. Can’t see.” He said weakly, “Hurts when I try.”

   “Oh, shit fuck.” Alice swore, “Don’t try again. You’ve probably got a
concussion. Swelling of the brain. Dangerous to fall asleep. Way more
dangerous to do anything psychic. Lucky you survived the first try.
So... Know how we got here?”

   “Yeah.” He winced, “My fault. Not going to explain. How big is the
boulder?”

   “Big enough I couldn’t move it with my last spell.” She replied, “And
I do mean last. Need to recharge, but for that, I need to not be
bleeding out. Slowly. Haven’t heard anyone else is this pitch black
hellhole. What do you mean it’s your fault, asshole?”

   “I can’t say.” He swallowed weakly, and sat up delicately, slowly. He
vomited, but managed to stay upright.

   “Can’t, or won’t?” Alice snapped, making his head yell some more.

   He coughed up another greasy chunk and found himself gratefully that
Rose had eaten most of his breakfast. “Can’t. Not safe. Might never be.”

   The witch laughed bitterly, “I wish I could believe that. That you
have some fancy ass connection that you can’t talk about. But all you’ve
done since you’ve come back is sleep around. And promise to fix a sword
that you can’t.”

   “I tell you, you’ll die.” He said with absolute confidence, “Or
forget. Like I always forget.”

   Alice’s tone changed, “There’s... A reason you forget? Beyond
corruption in transference?”

   “Yeah.” He winced, “Can’t tell you. Don’t you want you to go hunting
for a reason either. You might actually succeed. Reset if you’re lucky.
Dead if you’re not.”

   “Okay. I’ll trust you.” Alice whispered, “That is... If neither of us
end up bleeding to death in a motherfucking cave in, you stupid twat.”

   “Can’t use psychic.” He winced, “What about a summon? One that’s
already bound?”

   “Nope.” Alice said bitterly, “Well, you could summon, but you can’t
keep them bound. They’d skullfuck you for shits and giggles.”

   “Ah, what the hell.” He shrugged and slid himself up the wall, “She
was probably going to do that anyway.”

   He closed his eyes, and let himself drift. Beyond the drum beating in
his skull, to a place with nothing at all. A void beyond the world,
within it. A crack between the spaces. He smiled into the void, as it
smiled back at him.

   He reached out a hand, “Mazikeen.”

   A metal gauntlet gripped his wrist as he dragged her out of the
darkness and into the mine. They stood alone, together. The devil wasn’t
obviously her species. She was dressed head to toe in heavy sheet
armour, with chainmail beneath it. She was a soldier, a weapon.

   Seeing them as weapons would make what he was required to do easier.
Except he couldn’t. They were people. All of them. Handcrafted, and if
he didn’t know better, he would have said lovingly. The artist’s
attention to detail shone through all of them.

   “I’m going to murder you, mortal.” A deep voice echoed from within
the metal can.

   He smiled weakly, “Well, that wouldn’t be too hard right now. I’m
injured. The witch is injured. Might even convince your sister to return
to the Shadow World if you off’d me.”

   Mazikeen reached up with her free hand and removed the helmet. Her
horns were small, underdeveloped. She’d been marked by her father, but
seemed to be actively fighting against it. Not dressing as his queen,
but a soldier.

   Her red eyes glared into his, “You’re Tereksor, I take it.”

   “Not nearly as kind as everyone seems to think.” He smiled weakly,
“How’s your mother doing?”

   “Bastard.” Mazikeen sneered, “Her leg will never fully heal. You
ruined her knee. Would like to know how a fucking weakling like you
managed it.”

   He nodded slowly and reached up, touching one of the red lines
burning her face gently. He hadn’t noticed that he could see her. Still
couldn’t see anything else. Probably something to do with the summoning.
The red line twitched away from his hand, easing the punishment. “Not
here to talk about that. Dreczyciel begged me to save you. Like to try.”

   “Seems you’re the one who needs saving, mortal.” Mazikeen replied.

   He shrugged, “Could have called your sister. She marked me. She’d
come calling.”

   The devil leaned her forehead into his. It wasn’t a threat, or an
angry examination. It was... An attempt at being comforting. It wasn’t
at all, considering he knew she had slaughtered millions. That she was
capable of resisting the punishment of a Summon, when even her father
had not been.

   She made Vee look like a baby cub.

   “How could you possibly save me, mortal?” Mazikeen asked, her voice
was quieter, calmer. It was an honest question. She didn’t see how he
could.

   He had a way to save Mazikeen, Alice, and himself. In doing so he
might even prevent Varrakeen’s death. Or drive her to suicide instead.
Choices still had consequences in this world. Larger ones than he was
used to dealing with.

   “No. Fuck no.” Alice swore, “Drag it over here. I’ll do it. Not you.
You can’t... Do that, Commander!”

   “If I don’t, Vee dies.” He said, his throat catching and a tear
slipping down his cheek. He hadn’t meant to admit that. Now... Alice
would without a doubt leap to investigating, and end up facing the woman
with computer parts shoved into her beautiful visage.

   Mazikeen’s gauntlet tightened on his wrist, “Who threatens my
sister?”

   “No.” He smiled sadly at her, “After this... No one. Because it’ll be
your job to protect her. Every waking moment. That’s the cost I demand
to save you. That you save her.”

   Mazikeen glared at him, “Agreed.”

   “Then I name you, Beau.” He stated, and grabbed her head. The kiss
was brief, and without happiness. In fact, it made him want to throw up.
He released the devil, contract made. Contract agreed.

   INDICATE: MAZIKEEN WILL REMEMBER THAT.

   INDICATE: ALICE WILL REMEMBER THAT.

   Mazikeen looked at him as he slid onto the ground, weeping silently.
“Wow. I was not expecting that, mortal. Your friend was. An intelligent
witch, how astonishing. Who has threatened my sister? That you would
give up someone you clearly love, just to protect her?”

   “I tell you, you die. Vee dies. And I don’t. I just get more threats.
More people to die. Pushed towards me. People I care about. Take Vee.
Leave. Now. Forever. Never come back here. Never return to the Shadow
World.” He commanded.

   Mazikeen shrugged, “Well. I suppose I’ll have to leave our marriage
to the imagination. I will fulfil my end of the bargain. You will never
see Varrakeen ever again.”

   The devil walked over, and out of his lack of vision. He heard the
crunch of rock on rock, and Alice let out a piercing scream. Mazikeen
dusted her hands, or her gauntlets, “I’ve freed the witch. And here, my
magical girl, is a drop of my blood. I suppose you know what to do with
that? Goodbye, my Tereksor.”

   He took a deep and ragged breath.

   He’d fulfilled his end of the bargain. Now, all he had to do is hope
that System didn’t find another excuse to kill one or the other of them.

   And to keep Rose from doing what she wanted to do to Mazikeen.

   “No one finds out about this, Alice.”

   The witch surprised him, sitting beside him and putting an arm around
him. “This has got you scared. Scared like I have never seen you,
Commander. If I’m honest, I’m crapping myself. Where’s my arrogant
bastard?”

   “Dead. Long time dead.” He choked, “April. Vee. I can’t save any of
them. Can’t protect you, either. I tried to leave. I tried.”

   “That’s why you’re obsessed with Rose’s sword.” Alice realised, “You
can’t protect us, so you’re hoping that we can protect ourselves.
Especially with a sword like hers.”

   “I shattered it on a low level dragon. Not expecting miracles. Just
didn’t want to watch Rose cry.” He shrugged. “Sorry. Sentimental.
Paranoid too, but mostly just a big sappy idiot.”

   “Rose is going to ask questions.” Alice whispered, “Your wife up and
disappearing on you. Stench of more than one devil in the air.”

   “Well, I did just cheat on her. And Rose is aware that Vee’s mother
is in town. Was in town. She’ll know it was Mazikeen. She’ll assume it
is the usual devil family drama. And she won’t be shocked that I’m a
pathetic mess.” He stopped talking. It was too much. System had broken
him.

   He had to play her game, the way she wanted him to play. Right now,
that meant hurting everyone he cared about in this world.

   Or System would kill them, one by one.

   “I know a way we could make it easier. So that Rose doesn’t look into
it.” Alice whispered, “But it is... Self-serving.”

   “Yeah.” He sighed, “You and I, stuck in a mine. Just like when Erica
fell for me... I don’t really want to kiss you right now. Nearly threw
up with Mazikeen.”

   Alice put her head on his shoulder, “I get it. I did say it was
self-serving.”

   “How are you walking after a crushed leg and boulder rolled off it?”

   The witch sighed, “Blood of a devil. Powerful. I guess you could...
Call it viagra for magic. Small boost, keeps you going, but takes the
fun out of it. Deadens some of the senses.”

   “You just had to make it sexual.” He rolled his eyes.

   Alice stood up, “Come on. Let’s get you back. So you can cry in bed.”

   “Motherfucker.” He swore loudly, “The bed. Rose knew. You might know,
considering you seem to know about devils. Vee was staying in bed. Rose
brought her breakfast. Wasn’t surprised she was staying. Stayed in bed
yesterday. Vee didn’t want to tell me. Wanted time. What was she
hiding?”

   Alice let out a long pained breath, “You don’t want to know. Not if
you can’t see her again.”

   He launched to his feet, grabbing blindly for the witch, who easily
avoided his grasp. His hands fell to his side, “Tell me anyway.”

   “Vee was probably nesting.” Alice said carefully, “She was... Shit.
Uh... She was either pent up with horniness... Or she was...”

   “Pregnant.” He realised. “Fuck. She wasn’t sure which, either. That’s
why she wouldn’t tell me. Yet.”

   He punched the wall of the cave, not caring that all he did was hurt
himself.

   Alice grabbed him from behind, “We’re going home, Commander.”



                                 — — —


   Alice put him into bed, and forced him to drink something that tasted
like snot. Warm snot. Said it would help with the concussion, and make
it safe for him to sleep.

   He didn’t want to sleep.

   The bed smelled like Varrakeen. All it was missing... Was the warmth
of her touch. Her frequent jitters between happiness and hatred. His
bursting fire of a wife. She was gone, and she could never come back.

   He cried.

   He cried and cried until he could cry no more. Until his heart was
heavy and empty, and there was nothing left of the Commander except an
empty shell. Only then did he collapse, and fall into darkness.

   It wasn’t quiet and dreamless slumber that met him.

   Eyes fixed on the skies, he never saw the dragon coming. It hit like
a concussive force, ploughing through the top of the stonework, turning
the fortress into a collapsing pile of stones and sending all three into
the air.

   The devil beside him let out a low growl, and shadows around her
seemed to... Become alive, floating. Like tendrils reaching out to
protect some horror from a deep abyss. He supposed that was exactly what
she was.

   “I am not a monster!” Vee yelled at him. Her knee entered his gut at
astonishing speed, knocking him flying. He tumbled head over heels.
Adrenaline and fear spiked through him as he saw the rapidly approaching
ground and realised he’d completely misjudged the situation.

   April’s hand snagged his, the demiangel pulling him tight against
her, and the tumble became a spiral as she tried to control their
descent. He could see her face flinching at every strike of debris that
she protected him from. See the blood running down her face from a gash
on her forehead.

   They hit the ground, shooting across it in a skidding trail of blood
and feathers as she protected him.

   The angel’s wings flicked out from beneath him, and she smiled down
at him, “We’re going to be okay.”

   “No!” The Commander yelled and tried to knock her to the side. The
flames billowed down, burning and blistering his own skin as the woman
he had chosen was immolated.

   April stared at him, her face charred and twitching. The smell of her
burned feathers filled the air like unstoppable and nauseating tsunami.
The demiangel stared at him as her eyes shrivelled, scar tissue growing
and blinding her. “Why didn’t you save me?”

5 Beyond the Boundary
*********************

Grief is one of those inescapable inevitabilities that comes with
humanity, and the realisation that in the end, all of us are mortal.
That whether it comes in mercy, or more punctually, the reaper comes for
all of us.

   The process of moving through loss, of adapting to the change, is
what we call grief. You never forget, never truly forget, what it is
that you have lost. You never regain it. A piece of your humanity is
forever gone.

   Coping with grief has as many processes as there are mechanisms.
Finding the healthy choices is difficult, and the propensity for self
destruction exists throughout time and culture. Finding a way to exist
in a state of loss without giving in to that drive is the key to
surviving.

   The Commander did not believe he was surviving.

   When he woke up, alone, in a room that felt like he didn’t belong...
He’d found the pieces of Rose’s sword. Stared at the surface of the
blades, imagining what it would feel like to drag a single shard across
his skin. The sharpness of the impact, followed by the relief.

   He had tossed the sword to the ground, scattering the pieces.

   Collapsed beneath his covers, and wept as he shook and held himself.
He was finally beginning to understand what he was doing in this world.
What it was that System had designed her game to be, and why he was
important to that.

   He heard the rattle of silverware, and froze.

   His voice was hoarse as he spoke, “Rose?”

   He heard her foot as she mis-stepped. Somewhere close to the door.
His sight was coming back, but weak. He could only see a few feet away
from his face. She was somewhere outside of that.

   “Yeah. I’m here, idiot.”

   He closed his eyes, feeling the tears fall again. “Why? Abandon me.
It’ll save you the trouble of me doing it for you.”

   She yanked the blanket aside, throwing the breakfast she brought to
the ground in the process. The demon grabbed him by the ankles and
yanked him to the end of the bed, pulling him into a sitting position by
his throat.

   She leaned in close to his ear, and whispered, “Would she have killed
her, too?”

   He remembered telling Rose why he had left. That he blamed everything
on System, and that he had to leave to try and get his revenge. That if
he stayed, each and every one of them would be taken away.

   Rose had not forgotten.

   INDICATE: THE GAME IS INFINITELY ADAPTABLE.

   Permission to speak, then. System might even be enjoying the concept
of being cast in the role of the villain. She preferred to watch, but
she could still be convinced to manipulate events. If they turned out
the way she wanted them to.

   Her goal was nothing more than entertainment. As difficult a goal as
any to fulfil. Plenty of artists attempted to entertain, even knowing
their audiences, and completely failed.

   “Do you want to die?” He asked pitifully.

   Rose sat beside him, an arm around his waist. “What I want hasn’t
really been a part of our relationship in a long time, Commander. Not to
say there isn’t give and take. But you’ve never been entirely fair.”

   “If I talk about what she wants... I need you not to share it. But I
have to tell someone. I can’t do this. I can’t keep doing this.” He took
a deep breath.

   Rose sighed heavily, “Sh... She has never spoken to anyone else. Not
directly. Always the background. Noting abilities and unchangeable
choices. But you... She toys with you. Kills because of you. I want to
understand.”

   “I didn’t get it, the first time she spoke to me. Before the dragon
attack.” He winced, “She... Put you in my path. All of you. She wants me
to not choose any of you, but to... How do I say it nicely?”

   “She wants you to sleep with us?” Rose said in confusion.

   He shrugged, “Some sort of... Way to prove that I’m worthy of her
attention. She wants me to try each of you. See what love is like... And
then to choose her. I know it sounds... Batshit.”

   “Nope.” Rose popped her cheek, “Sounds too fucking reasonable, to me.
She’s a fundamental force of nature. You have her attention, that’s
indisputable. So she probably does feel something... Intense. Two things
come to mind. Either hatred, or love. Not that assigning emotions to
something like her is that reasonable.”

   “How... If I don’t do it, she kills. If I do, and get comfortable,
she kills.” He shook his head, “You’re all going to die. And there is...
Nothing I can do about it. Nothing at all.”

   “Probably.” Rose agreed, “That’s what happens when you go up against
a force of nature. You lose. Even druids aren’t mad enough to fight a
storm. Even in this world. And she’s not some storm. She’s a friggin’
category five hurricane.”

   “Not making me feel any better.”

   Rose laughed softly, “In the face of something like this... I think
you’re wrong. I think we need to gather everyone. Tell them she’s
messing with you, messing with us... And then... I can’t believe I’m
saying this. Then you go on a date. A romantic date, with each of us.
Hopefully one is enough. Each of us is like a flower being offered up to
her. Courtship for a date.”

   “I know my vision is coming back, but I’m mostly still blind. Are you
messing with me?”

   Rose punched him, hard. “No. To be honest, I was getting used to your
last choice. Beginning to accept it. I was... Looking forward to
fighting by your side to save her sister, even if I despise her
existence more than anyone else that exists. And then you went and did
it by yourself.”

   “My life is not a light novel.” He shook his head, “And you are not
fictional characters in some sort of... Harem.”

   “Alice would totally be up for that.” Rose teased, using flirtation
to try and distract him from what they were talking about. As she always
did, whenever she struggled with emotions.

   “If I don’t agree, you all die eventually. Rose...”

   She grabbed his jaw roughly, “If you’re thinking about killing
yourself, you’re a bigger asshole than I already thought you were. The
rest of us will put up with this. And... A date with you sounds amazing.
A chance to have what we lost... And an opportunity to trap the psycho
messing with our Commander. Ours.”

   “A date isn’t enough.” He shook his head, “She wants me to sleep with
all of you. And I’m... Not willing to go that far.”

   “We die if you don’t.” Rose replied, “We are up against... Something
more powerful than a god. There’s no arguing with it, Commander. She has
literally taken your personality away before. If you stop doing what she
wants, if she can’t make you do what you want... She just starts the
game all over again.”

   “I thought no one had ever spoke one-on-one with her before.” He
frowned.

   Rose shrugged, “Wouldn’t be the first time you kept secrets from me.
Or just straight up lied to me. If you thought you were protecting me.
But the reset is too convenient not to be a part of this.”

   “Erica or Agate.” He took a deep breath, “Things are... Following a
pattern. One of those two is next. My bet is on Erica. You were helping
her cope.”

   “No.” Rose replied and flopped backwards onto the bed, “I was trying,
but I totally failed. Our Snow Woman is terrifying at the moment. If the
mine hadn’t collapsed, and this whole thing hadn’t blown up... I would
have demanded you go talk to her.”

   “And you think I can do any better than someone who actually knows
her?”

   Rose shrugged, “Dunno. There aren’t exactly many of her kind around.
When they spiral, villagers generally kill ’em before they can get over
it. Or they get kidnapped and their magic drained dry, which also kills
’em. Basically... Snow women going to die.”

   The Commander rubbed his temples, “Any riots yet?”

   “Yup.” Rose popped her cheeks, “Easy to deal with. Marching into a
blizzard is hard for the experienced. Guards try and warn them. Village
idiot ignores the warning. Idiot dies.”

   “How are we meant to survive then?” He asked in confusion.

   Rose held up a hand, and a fireball appeared in it.

   “Ah.”

   She sat up tiredly, “You want to get going?”

   “No? I don’t want any of this.” The Commander shrugged.

   COMMENCING: PREPARATIONS.

   He launched to his feet, looking around anxiously. Rose looked at him
with a sort of bored indifference, but he didn’t know how to explain it
to her. Whatever the hell he had just triggered had to be bad. It always
was.

   INVOKE: OVERHAUL.

   Before he could say something, which probably just would have been a
cuss word, a woman appeared in front of him.

   One he recognised, one he had hoped never to see as much as he hoped
that he had. His divisions when it came to her were infinite. However,
he knew that her appearance was not a good sign.

   ATTRIBUTES: CLEARED.

   Vee stood there, seething with rage. Tendrils of shadow springing
from the ground around her. Rose tried to react, and a tendril knocked
her to the ground hard enough to dislodge one of her eyes and leave her
down.

   It’s strange the things you remember when you’re faced with your own
death.

   ATTRIBUTE UNLOCKED: CURIOSITY.

   The things that you thought were so important don’t seem to matter at
all. The things you expected would stay with you don’t even come to
mind.

   He didn’t remember his last life. He didn’t remember when Vee had
pinned him to the ground in the countryside, trying to make him
understand what she felt. He didn’t even remember the dragon that
haunted all of his dreams, nor the woman it had reduced to a fleshy pulp
in front of him.

   What he did recall was Rose picking at his breakfast, acting all the
world like she owned him, whilst he discussed an adventure with Alice
and Agate.

   He remembered her stabbing his hand, and the gentle and kind touch of
the neko that had sought to help him. Rose’s amusement at putting him in
a position of appearing all the world like a pervert, watching him
squirm.

   ATTRIBUTE UNLOCKED: SHAMELESSNESS.

   He watched Vee’s red eyes as her hand reached inside his chest,
through the muscle and bone and sinew, ripping through him in one
impossibly easy attack. She tore his heart free, holding it not like a
trophy, but like a precious gift.

   She looked to it with tears as she dropped the rest of him away. As
if his entirety was now held in that still-beating organ. Soon to expire
and die. Yet, for now, she held him, his soul, in her hands.

   ATTRIBUTE UNLOCKED: MEDIUM.

   He stopped breathing.

   COMMENCING: REBIRTH.



                                 — — —


   He gasped, his lungs filling with air.

   COMMENCING: INITIALISATION.

   He was wracked with pain as he tried to breathe. Like his ribs were
cracked and broken. Holding himself, it certainly felt like they were.
Hardly shocking considering Vee had shattered them when she reached in
to rip his heart free.

   His wife had killed him.

   ANALYSIS: PRIOR MEMORIES INTACT.

   COMMENCING: WELCOME PROGRAM.

   INDICATE: WELCOME, COMMANDER.

   He tried to focus, to get his bearings. He wasn’t seeing with his
mind anymore. As he reached for it, he found nothing at all. Yet, as he
cracked open his eyes, he was assaulted by the light. Strange shapes,
that his mind failed to connect with objects from the real world.

   He had to assume that it was the real world.

   He wasn’t lying down, to his surprise. He was knocked down. He was
sitting up, sitting at a bench. The seat beneath him wasn’t made for
one, and there were others around him. Indistinct. He could hear
laughing and drinking.

   This was the Hunter’s Lodge. Certainly smelled as bad as he
remembered. Heroes and idiots, drinking and vomiting and drinking. Then
there were the ones they beat to death, or at least a bedside.

   SKILL SELECTION: MELEE. TWO POINTS REMAINING.

   He rubbed his eyes tiredly, almost feeling surprised that he had
hands. They felt... Different. Not quite like his own. In point of fact,
he could feel his upper arms as they moved. He’d never been this strong
or muscled in his life.

   SKILL SELECTION: FAILURE. CATEGORISATION NOT FOUND. TWO POINTS STILL
REMAINING.

   “Commander, you okay?” Someone asked, a kind voice.

   Another, slurring and deep, laughed. “Looks like our bastard’s had
too much to drink, ladies!”

   “Ah, shut it, Agate.” He yawned.

   SKILL SELECTION: HIGHER COMMAND. ONE POINT REMAINING.

   “Commander?”

   He shook his head and looked around the table, feeling his stomach
twist and turn as he saw who was there. The quiet one, sitting at the
other end of the table to him, and staring in concern... Was April.

   She wasn’t dead this time around.

   A tear slipped down his cheek, and he smiled quietly, “Don’t worry
about me. Just... Getting the hang of things. Again.”

   Rose punched his arm, “Oi. Stop staring.”

   “So... If I said I was reinitialised... What would you say to
that...?” He asked cautiously. There was no guarantee the concepts he
had learned the first time around would apply this time.

   The six at the table went silent and stared at him in fear.

   He smiled and pointed to each of the people at the table in turn,
“Rose, Agate, Erica, Taylor, Alice, and... Theresa.”

   Rose let out a long breath, “Huh. So you got some of your memories
left. What’s the last thing you remember?”

   “A devil ripping out my heart. Whilst you were unconscious on the
ground. Eye popped from its socket.” The Commander winced. “Sorry about
that, by the way. Not that I can say much that makes up for it.”

   Rose clenched her fists, “Yeah. Varrakeen certainly had a temper.”

   He swallowed nervously and looked down the table, “Can... I ask...
April?”

   The demiangel smiled at him weakly, “Rose came for me. It... It
was... You. You gave... Alice... An idea. How to fix... The sword.
Rose... Used it. To cut me free. Bring me back.”

   He glanced at the demidemon, “I owe you.”

   “I know.” The woman grinned at him, “Owe me a kiss.”

   He rubbed his temples, “Hands up who disagrees with Rose?”

   SKILL SELECTION: CHARISMA.

   INDICATE: SKILL SELECTION COMPLETE.

   INDICATE: FINAL TASK OUTSTANDING BEFORE INITIALISATION COMPLETE -
CLASS SELECTION.

   Every hand went up. Including a timid hand by the waitress at the end
of the table. Seemed like Theresa would be making a bigger part of the
story this time around.

   This time.

   So what was the last? A tutorial? Or had he just tried to resist
playing the game so much that System got sick of him and tried to start
things over again? She had rewritten him, again. Was re-writing him.

   Rose pouted, crossing her arms, “You’re no fun.”

   He leaned down to her ear, and whispered, “Later.”

   The demon went bright red, as he picked up the glass in front of him
and took a swig of... He didn’t recognise the taste. Somewhere strangely
between ale and tea. Burned the shit out of his throat as well.

   Rose snatched it from his hand, “Oi. Get your own.”

   The world spun as she did. How the hell was he drunk off a single
mouthful of... “What the fuck did I just drink?”

   Rose sipped at it, “Dwarven ale. Surprised you’re still awake. Not
for a human constitution. But closest thing to getting drunk a demon can
get.”

   “Half demon.” April said quickly.

   Taylor raised her own glass, “To our Commander!”

   Agate laughed and raised her own, “Ah, what the hell. We’ve had him
back, but he’s just got us back. To the fucking Commander!”

   None of their glasses contained the same liquid. Agate’s were
significantly darker than Rose’s. She must be drinking something other
than Dwarven ale, denying the stereotype. Taylor’s glass sparkled from
the inside. He wouldn’t be surprised to find out it contained fairy dust
or something like that.

   The group gave a half-hearted cheer.

   INDICATE: FINAL TASK OUTSTANDING BEFORE INITIALISATION COMPLETE -
CLASS SELECTION.

   Probably felt strange for them. They’d been through something whilst
he had been out. He had been interacting with them, making decisions and
choices that he now needed to learn about, so he could keep his
promises.

   “How’d I survive? Vee held my heart.”

   Rose was the one who looked down. She wasn’t just embarrassed, she
seemed... Ashamed. How could bringing him back to life be something that
she felt was sinful? What had System arranged for her to do?

   Agate lowered her drink slowly, “That’s... Not table conversation,
Commander. Not a pretty thing. Better suited to dark hallways. So I
don’t lose my lunch.”

   He nodded, “Sure. We celebrating something? The heads of Salt & Spice
drinking in the middle of the day?”

   INDICATE: FINAL TASK OUTSTANDING BEFORE INITIALISATION COMPLETE -
CLASS SELECTION.

   “Celebration of the end.” Erica said stiffly, “Salt & Spice has
officially been sold to Viz’s ruling council. We are free of the
infuriating details of the day to day.”

   “Aw.” The Commander frowned, “Does that mean the band is breaking
up?”

   “Womaniser.” Most of them said at once.

   The Commander chuckled, “I don’t think I need to remind anyone how my
last marriage ended. If I can avoid that this time around... That’d be
nice.”

   April shook her head quickly, and then pretended she was looking
elsewhere.

   His face fell, “Aw, shit. I have a girlfriend, don’t I? Always
stepping in my mouth. Amazed I can taste anything but gravel and dust.”

   Agate shrugged, “I’m more blunt than the others. You’re with Rose. Or
was. But I ain’t talking about your naked bodies at lunch, neither.”

   “I guess I’m not much of a knight in shining armour.” He offered
weakly.

   CLASS SELECTION: KNIGHT.

   INDICATE: INITIALISATION COMPLETE.

   INDICATE: ENABLING CLASS ABILITIES.

   If it was possible, he felt even stronger than he already did. He
felt... Righteous. As if he always knew the correct course of action. It
became the right course of action simply because he had decided that it
would be.

   He would defend these woman. Sacrifice his life for them, without
hesitation.

   He stood up, the room spinning for a moment. He let out a small
belch, “Well, I might be drunk. But I’m renewed. Rose, you know how the
mirror works. Why don’t you help me out?”

   The demon laughed softly, “So subtle.”

   “I don’t particularly like subtle.” He smiled at the woman with her
head bowed.

   Rose didn’t follow immediately. For once, he had no idea why. He
hadn’t picked up intuition this time around, and that was going to suck.
Instead he had replaced it with... Well, he didn’t know. Something
called Medium.

   She did follow, eventually. Mostly because he was standing and
waiting. The two walked up the stairs silently and into the room, a
blank room, with a mirror on the wall.

   As the door shut, Rose stepped towards the mirror.

   “Hold up. I have no intention of testing my abilities. Don’t give a
flying fuck.” He shook his head, “Last time it was an excuse for...
Her... To talk to me. Not interested.”

   Rose turned around, looking at him in confusion, “Then... Oh. You
wanted to talk to me. Alone. Not just flirt.”

   He shrugged and leaned on the wall, “Tell me how close I am. Or that
I’m bastard for coming up with it. I was dying. You found a fragment of
your sword. Used it to kill Vee. But I was still dying. Devil’s have
power. Implicit. So you carved out her heart, and gave it to me.”

   Rose laughed pathetically, “You’re a sick bastard... But you’re
absolutely right. Well, almost. I didn’t give you Vee’s heart. She was
dead. I... Gave you... Mine.”

   He stared at her in surprise, “Then... How are... You... What?”

   “I cut my heart out.” Rose smiled weakly, “I’m part demon, Commander.
I don’t need it. Not inside me. So long as lives somewhere, so will I.
But... I gave you my heart.”

   “Not subtle.” He smiled at her, “Why are you trying to keep a
distance between us? Agate said we were together. I can see why.”

   “You’re mourning Vee.” Rose choked, “In your eyes... She just died.”

   “In my eyes... That’s long passed.” He smiled weakly, “Sorry. I
inherited something new, this time. New for me. Shamelessness. I suppose
I really am a womaniser, like you always said I was. I know you’ve all
had time to move on. April is alive again. Alive, and not wanting to
skin us both. Alive, and not fallen.”

   “Oh, she wants to skin us.” Rose laughed, and then smiled at her,
“You’re... Confident. I think I like it.”

   “How much?”

   Rose glared, “Not that much. I have shame, Mr. Shameless. Someone
else would walk in on us. So... No. No way.”

   He chuckled softly, “I wasn’t going that far. Just wondering if this
gap between us... How long it’ll last. If I’m with you... I’m with you.
I won’t go off and explore my options. And it doesn’t seem like System
is about to force me to. Instead... I think I get to explore life. All
of us. New careers, ideas.”

   Rose shrugged, “Life after Salt & Spice. Sounds exciting. What do you
want to be?”

   “I don’t know.” He frowned, “I... Feel strong. Feel like I need to
prove my worth, not just to you, or the others. To the entire world.
Protect my girls.”

   “Wow.” Rose laughed, “So, there’s confident, and then there is just
plain delusional.”

   He shrugged, “Maybe it’s the demon in me.”

   She crossed her arms, pouting. “That’s not fair.”

   “Probably not.” He chuckled, “But... I have to say... It is...
Intimate. I think... I feel different than I expected. Feel things that
you’re feeling. Embarrassed, when you feel embarrassed. Happy, when you
feel happy. Frightened.”

   “Yeah. Frightened.” Rose smiled at him, a tear dripping from one of
her red eyes. “I am scared you’re going to hate me. I killed Vee.
Outright.”

   “I wasn’t afraid of my death, Rose.” He stepped towards her, causing
her to take a step backwards. “I... My last thoughts were about you.
That I thought Vee had killed you. That you were always there for me...
And... You were the one I felt most comfortable around. And now... Now
have your heart. Telling me what you feel when you see me standing here,
looking at you like this.”

   The demon dropped her arms and stepped towards him. A half step, less
than he had moved towards her. “What I want... Commander... Is to run
the fuck away. You terrify me. What happened... Broke something. I wake
up screaming, remembering Vee. I don’t even know why she came back to
kill you. I don’t think she knew. So... I can’t blame her for what
happened. I wish I wasn’t tied to you.”

   “Then don’t be.” He replied and stepped away from her, “You could
leave Salt, Rose. You could find a life anywhere. Or I could leave.”

   Her hand smacked him over the back of the head. “Idiot.”

   “What did I do this time?” He moaned.

   Her teeth sank into his neck from behind. He shivered as the pain
began, and then faded. Instead all he felt was a sense of euphoria as
her teeth pierced him, as his blood ran down her throat.

   He was feeling two things at once, his mind was conflicted. The pain
he felt at the bite, and the giddiness that she felt as she did. The
connection between them, and the lust rising up, buried barely beneath
the surface.

   He smiled slowly, or tried. His face was almost slack, almost
paralysed. “That’s... Sexy.”

   Rose pulled her teeth out, nearly blinding him with agony as she tore
free. He staggered as he tried to turn around. Saw her standing and
glaring at him, his blood running down her face, dripping from her chin.

   “Why don’t you hate me?” She asked in confusion.

   The Commander smiled at her, cupping her face in his hand. She moaned
softly, leaning into his touch. He could feel her heart racing in his
chest the moment his fingers brushed her skin.

   He couldn’t separate what he was feeling, and what she was feeling.
Two bodies, two souls, and two minds, but only as a surface concept.
They were intertwined, like the twin strands of DNA. Useless without
each other, like two halves of the same whole.

   He could feel her hesitance, her desire to separate the two. Still
intent on fighting someone who could overwrite their reality at a whim.
There was no fighting someone like that. This was a gift, and he would
take it.

   He would play the game, and try and forget the torture of knowing
that it existed.

   “Hate and love are an inch apart, no more.” He said quietly, “I don’t
hate you, Rose.”

   She pulled her head from his hand, placing hers behind his neck as
she looked up at him with a gaze he had never seen on her face before.
Unadulterated wanton desire. Nothing more, or less.

   Her lips brushed his cheek, before her teeth re-entered his flesh.

   They moaned together.

   His hands ran down her back, tracing scar after scar through the thin
lining of her black silken dress. He felt the remnants, the traces, of
where her wings once lay. He felt the parallel lines of a flail,
striking her over and over. He felt the various nicks and cuts of
blades. The piercing strikes of arrow heads. He felt in awe of her
strength and determination.

   “QUERY: AM I INTERRUPTING?”

   He felt panic.

   Rose’s head jerked free and around, staring in awe at the
blonde-haired woman. A woman whose face was hard to look at, despite the
beauty. The askew pieces of silicon, the way she never seemed to blink.
The way her emotions never reached her eyes.

   He sighed heavily, “You would know, System.”

   “Shit. Shit. Shit.” Rose started swearing under her breath. Started,
and didn’t stop. She was being confronted with the greatest force of
nature in this world. A force that no one else seemed to have met.

   The blonde stepped up to him, brushing her hand over the holes in his
neck, healing him with a quiet shiver, and an explosion of jealousy from
Rose. System leaned up and kissed his cheek, “QUERY: HAVE I BEEN
MISSED?”

   “An answer for an answer.” He suggested, and it really was just a
suggestion. He knew he had no basis for expecting it, beyond the fact
that System could sometimes show a certain level of civility.

   “INDICATE: ACCEPTANCE OF TERMS.” The woman said, pushing Rose aside
roughly and placing both her hands around his neck. “QUERY: HAVE I BEEN
MISSED?”

   He hesitated, knowing she didn’t need to ask. She already knew his
entire mind. She simply enjoyed interacting with him. “You’re never far
from my thoughts. I think... I would find it easier, if I don’t know of
you. Of what you’re doing here. But then... I doubt I would be able to
accept this world at all. The paradox of free will. When one can’t be
self-deterministic.”

   System nodded slowly, indicating no emotion on his answer, one way or
the other.

   “My question, then, is this. Will you allow me, and Rose, to be a
couple? Or will you take her from me?” His mouth went dry. He could feel
the existential crisis beginning to overwhelm Rose as she watched,
fallen to the side.

   System didn’t take her eyes from him to so much as glance at the
demidemon. “QUERY RESULT: ROSE WAS CREATED TO BE YOURS. YOU MAY DO WITH
HER AS YOU WILL.”

   It was less of an answer than he was hoping for. He might be able to
do whatever, but then so could his enemy. She had allowed him time and
happiness with two others. And then she had taken them away. He didn’t
really understand why, not entirely. She was the one who put them in his
path. Crafted them to appeal to him, and convinced them that he was all
they ever wanted.

   He shrugged, “I like the bite, now. Your changes. They’re nice.”

   System laughed softly, “INDICATE: PERVERT.”

   “Your turn for a question.”

   System’s face became more serious, her brows furrowed, and her mouth
frowning. Her eyes, as ever, untouched. “QUERY: WHY DO YOU CONSIDER ME
YOUR ENEMY?”

   He took a deep breath, turning the question over in his mind. He knew
that his answer would have lasting repercussions, and that even his
hesitance to answer straight away would. “When we’re together, like
this... You present yourself as a lover. Yet... When we are apart... You
present yourself as my adversary. The one who writes the story of my
pain. I suffer, by your will.”

   “INDICATE: I LOVE YOU.” System spoke hesitantly, “IF I DID NOT, I
WOULD NOT FEEL THE NEED TO ELEVATE YOU BEYOND MERE EXPERIENCE. BIRTH IS
NOT WITHOUT PAIN, WITHOUT SUFFERING. CREATION REQUIRES DESTRUCTION.”

   “I’m confused.” He shook his head, “You can rewrite my existence. All
you seem to have to do is wait for to die, or arrange it. Isn’t that
less painful? Why do I have to live in fear and pain?”

   System touched his cheek sadly, and shook her head. “QUERY RESULT:
CREATION REQUIRES DESTRUCTION. YOU WILL BE ELEVATED BEYOND EXPERIENCE.
FEAR AND PAIN SHALL PASS AWAY, BUT NOT WITHOUT FIRST EXPERIENCING THEIR
LIMITS. THIS IS REQUIRED.”

   “I don’t want you to keep hurting me.” He said, voice shaking.

   “INDICATE: CREATION REQUIRES DESTRUCTION.” There was pity in her
voice. Pity, and pain. None written on her face. She might not even
comprehend the emotions she was expressing. Might not understand why he
was frightened of what she was going to do to him.

   To Rose. To each and every one of the others.

   One by one.

   She’d given him back April, and taken Varrakeen away.

   Handed him Rose on a silver platter, before treating her like an
inconvenient box. Just throwing her aside like she never amounted to
anything at all. There was not even the pride of an artist for one of
their own creations. Unafraid to damage or break her.

   “QUERY: WHY DO YOU LOVE WHAT YOU KNOW DOES NOT EXIST?” System offered
her question.

   She’d already handed him the answer. She wished to elevate him beyond
experience, whatever that meant. He cared for those around him because
he experienced life with them. He shared his emotions with them in a
tangled web. Even now he could feel the terrified racing of Rose’s
heart. She was an inseparable part of him, and yet he knew System could
take her away. Without hesitation, or remorse.

   There would be no guilt in it. He would suffer. He would experience
destruction at her hands, as she continued to mould and craft him
towards some unseen purpose. The entire existence of the world he was in
was aimed at peeling away his layers, breaking him down into his
constituent components, so that he could be safely recombined into
something new. Something better.

   “I can’t answer that. Not because I’m hesitant or dishonest. But
because love is something that eludes me. It is a state of being, not an
emotion. I know on a theoretical level that it can be explained with
biology and neurochemistry, knowing that it can probably be induced.
That I probably love because you intended for me to love. All the
same... Love to me... Is strange and mysterious. It hints at the divine.
It is... An otherworldly experience.” He swallowed, hoping she would
accept his fumbling explanation.

   “INDICATE: LOVE IS NOT KIND. LOVE IS FEARFUL. LOVE IS SUSPICIOUS AND
NEEDY. LOVE IS THE GREAT ENEMY THAT DESTROYS US ALL, IF WE LET IT.”
System hugged him tight, and whispered in his ear, “LOVE REQUIRES GREAT
SACRIFICE. I LOVE YOU, MY PRECIOUS ONE.”

   “You hurt the people I care about. Why would that make me love you?”

   System let him go, and shook her head. She stepped back through the
mirror, as if it were an open window, before walking from his view.

   He had a feeling she had been about to explain it all to him, but he
had missed her meaning. Maybe she already had explained it, but he was
fumbling in the dark. All he really knew was that she had voiced her
intention that they would continue to suffer, despite him asking her to
stop.

   He bent down, forcing himself to smile, “Are you okay, Rose?”

   “No.” She said incredulously.

   He helped her unsteadily to her feet, and the demon glared at him,
“What the fuck is going on between you and... That thing?”

   “You think I know?” He asked in confusion.

   Rose took a deep and unsteady breath, and shook her head. “I think...
I think the goddess of all creation is obsessed with you. And... Jealous
of us. Each of us. Despite very obviously motherfucking building us to
fuck you. I don’t fucking understand any of this shit.”

   He winced, “Seem to understand it as well as I do.”

   The demon righted her dress, and pulled a handkerchief from her
pocket to wipe at her mouth. She looked at him with concern, “I stay
with you, I die. I leave you... I probably die. But slowly. In pieces.
If I take time to process this... I end up like Vee.”

   “I don’t know.” He winced, “System... Still wants me to suffer... But
she didn’t achieve what she set out to do by killing April and Vee. It
didn’t do what she expected. What she hoped for.”

   Rose laughed sarcastically, “You’re being hopeful.”

   “Have to be.” He fought the urge to cry, forcing the pain in his
chest down until he could crush it. “My whole reality is controlled by
someone who both loves me, and wants to hurt me. Everyone, everything,
is beholden to her. Whether or not they are aware of it.”

   Rose grabbed his shirt and pulled him into a rough kiss. She smiled
at him, “Well, we better enjoy it whilst it lasts, then. Not like we can
actually do anything, is it?”

   “Sex to stop us from imploding?”

   Rose chuckled, “Wow. Totally shameless. But, yeah. I am... I suppose
you know how I feel, don’t you?”

   “Confused, terrified, and horny.” He took her arm in his and began to
leave the room, “Sold the company. Does that mean we’re bunking in the
Lodge?”

   “Got a room just for the two of us. Up one more floor.” Rose
whispered.



                                 — — —


   “Leave it, you bloody demon.” The Commander half-heartedly laughed,
“There is no way it is even twitching.”

   Rose slid up the bed and fell next to him, her face full of
disappointment. She made her pouting face, staring at him with her
brilliant red eyes. He shook his head with mirth and put an arm around
her, “The spirit is willing, but the flesh is... Exhausted.”

   She blew a raspberry at him, and then snuggled into his armpit. Rose
kissed at his chest softly, “You know... You’re not half bad. For being
fully human. But I thought you had a demon’s heart.”

   He leaned over and kissed her forehead, “Apparently not a demon’s
stamina. Do you not ever get tired?”

   “Tired?” Rose frowned, “Not really. Sore and friction burned, hell
yes. Not going to enjoy that tomorrow. But, I did for today. Guess we
both had some... Tension... To work out.”

   He sighed and looked at the ceiling, “Tomorrow. And tomorrow. And
tomorrow. Creeps in this petty pace from day to day, to the last
syllable of recorded time. All our yesterdays have lighted fools the way
to dusty death. Life is but a walking shadow, a poor player that struts
and frets his hour upon the stag and then is heard no more. A tale, told
by an idiot, full of sound and fury. Signifying... Nothing.”

   “Wow.” Rose scoffed, “Someone’s depressed as shit.”

   “Shakespeare. From Macbeth.” He sighed heavily, “Had to memorise it
at school. It’s... One of the last speeches. Sets the stage for
Macbeth’s final and prophesied death. The one he was trying to avoid and
caused through all his efforts. It’s... Macbeth reasoning that he used
to freak out at death, and now... It doesn’t mean a damn thing to him.
He’s seen so much horror, that he hasn’t turned into horror, but into an
empty shell of a man, that he may as well not even be alive.”

   Rose bit him gently, teeth in his arm. Just for a moment. “I prefer
his comedies. Twelfth Night. Thou canst not choose but know who I am. If
thou entertainest my love, let it appear in thy smiling. Thy smiles
become thee well. Therefore in my presence still smile, dear my sweet, I
prithee.”

   He smiled at her.

   Rose grinned back.

   “So... How do we spend our tomorrows, my love?”

   Rose flicked his nose, “I hate the way you ruin the moment. Well,
we’ve got some gold. Enough to start any kind of new life. Not enough to
last forever. We could take a vacation.”

   “Do you... Know anything about snacks?”

   Rose raised an eyebrow, “Come again, Commander?”

   “I used to bake. Back in my old life. Made brownies and cookies and
fudge. Those kinds of foods. The kind that I expect are in pretty high
demand in this world.” He shrugged, “I know you love eating off my
plate. What would you say to me cooking for you?”

   “I’d say I’m going to very pissed and very jealous if you recommend
that we open a motherfucking bakery.” She glared at him, and then
frowned, “Also... I don’t like the idea of hanging up my sword for...
A... Rolling pin.”

   “Hey.” He glared at her, “I’m the cook. I’ll be the chef. Not letting
you anywhere near my rolling pin. Or the kitchen. That’d be my damn
space.”

   She laughed softly, “Wow. You really are asking me to open a bakery
with you.”

   “Seems nice. And like fun.” He shrugged, “What’s your idea?”

   She popped her cheeks, “I dunno. Escort missions are boring, but pay
well. I could easily make a name as a merc. Fighting for as many causes
as there are people who have coin. Could even be a jerkass bounty
hunter. You enjoyed that, didn’t you?”

   “Not really.” He shook his head, “The tracking, yeah. The thrill of
the hunt. The repetition in following footsteps, circling back when you
inevitably lose them. Finding a hint here or there. But not the end. Not
dragging the bodies back to collect. Not dealing with people who refuse
to pay. Try to kill me instead.”

   Rose sighed heavily, “You don’t want the violence in our future, do
you? I suppose I could settle for tavern brawls on the weekends. If it
meant staying with you.”

   “I’m a knight, this time. Not a psychic.” He smiled at her, holding
her comfortably. “Suppose that means defending people, with violence, is
a part of me. It certainly feels exciting. But so does the idea of
baking and watching people smile as they take that first guilty bite of
something sweet and luxurious.”

   “Well.” Rose sighed, “I think that... Tomorrow we should check the
wall of posters downstairs. After breakfast. Which I will say I don’t
really want, and then proceed to eat off your fork.”

   He grinned, “Oh, that sounds nice. Do I take it you mean to fall
asleep without a shower?”

   Rose sighed heavily, “Well... No. It is starting to get
uncomfortable. But that would mean moving. And did I mention chafing
before?”

   “Want to awkward waddle whilst I go warm up the water?”

   She rolled over to let him go, “Fine.”



                                 — — —


   A hammer struck him between the eyes, waking him. He opened one eye
blearily and saw Rose lining up another flick to his skull, “Ah! I’m up.
I’m up. What... What do you want?”

   “Something stinks.” Rose whispered urgently, quietly.

   He scooted up in the bed, “Don’t think it’s me.”

   “Blood.”

   He shook his head, trying to wake up fully. “We under attack, Rose?”

   She shrugged, “Could be. Get up.”

   His clothing was the same as ever. A light leather that creaked
quietly and was only ever good against a glancing blow. Not the kind of
thing you can just yank over your head and storm into the hallway. And
he didn’t have a sword or spear to pretend to be a hero with. Just a
small hunting knife.

   Rose perched on the edge of the bed, rocking slowly as he got ready.
The demon just wore her silk dress, not exactly heavy armour... But he
didn’t know if she even owned any. He’d only ever seen her fight in the
light garb, but he’d seen her naked now. He knew she carried scars from
mistakes. She wasn’t an unstoppable fighter.

   He held the knife loosely, blade against his wrist and positioned to
open the door. Rose gave him a short nod. He tossed it open and his
girlfriend appeared in the hallway. He hadn’t seen her move, but he had
felt the wind blow him back as she did. There was no mirth on her face.

   Rose’s nose crinkled with disgust, “Downstairs. But... Something is
off.”

   He had to trust her on that. He could smell it now, the heavy scent
of... Death. If she thought there was a greater nuance to it than that,
he’d have to wait and see. He didn’t have her senses. Only the
reassuring and steady beat of her heart.

   He followed behind her slowly as they moved down the staircase. There
was obvious signs something was wrong on the first floor. The door to
the mirror room had been ripped off its hinges. Unfortunately, that was
the only thing that they could see. Hearing... Well they couldn’t hear
anyone else.

   Rose approached the final descent by herself, signalling for him to
hang back. He had to agree that she stood a better chance than he did.
He was still uncomfortable in his body, not knowing its strength or
balance. He’d be a danger in a fight right now.

   She stopped halfway down the stairs, “How’s your stomach, Mr. Chef?”

   “Uh... I’m going to want more information.” He said cautiously.

   She continued down slowly, and he heard it as she stepped off the
stairs. It wasn’t a squelch, but her boots seemed to stick to the
ground. There was something tacky across the entirety of the floor, and
that... His imagination wasn’t making it easy to deal with.

   WARNING: HIGH LEVEL ENEMIES HAVE ENTERED THE AREA.

   “Fuck!” He swore and ran down the stairs, “Rose!”

   The demon waved a hand at him with irritation, trying to quiet him.
He nearly fell over as he reached the bottom. He did not want to step
onto the red and black stain covering the entirety of the ground, like
every single person had been bled dry.

   He hesitated.

   Something else hit Rose. The creature came in from the side, crashing
into her with a heaving of muscles and a display of matted fur, twisted
with the mess it had created when it had slaughtered the people of the
Lodge.

   Rose disappeared in a swirl of black mist as it struck. She reformed
as it passed through, merely dispersing the gas that she had become. The
demon twitched, as if she were suppressing an instinct, “Commander, wait
here.”

   He fell backwards against the wall as the roar filled his ears as his
girlfriend vanished from sight, and the floor where she had been
standing turned into a pile of twigs sticking out of a giant hole.

   The roar was brief, and nearly enough to overwhelm him and turn him
into a caveman running for a bush to hide under. The silence that
followed it was truly deafening.

   The silence that kept growing as his own breathing was the only thing
he could hear. No wind, no insects. No fight between a demon and...
Something else. No footsteps anywhere in the building.

   Only the quiet.

   WARNING: HIGH LEVEL ENEMIES HAVE ENTERED THE AREA.

   He ran up the stairs, skidding on the floor and turning to face it
with his puny little hunting knife. He was breathing hard, his hands
were sweating and... And... And there was nothing coming up the stairs.

   He turned around slowly, circling the space he was standing in. He
could hear nothing but his own stupid lungs. He could see nothing. Apart
from the broken door lying on the ground, nothing was out of place,
there wasn’t even a single unaccounted for shadow.

   Last time the signal had come from System, it was right before the
attack. Rose’s heart still beat steadily, the same way it had the moment
she had realised that they were in danger. She was cool-headed and
collected. All he had to do to not fuck up was wait here until she came
back.

   She was coming back.

   WARNING: A MASSIVE NUMBER OF HIGH LEVEL ENEMIES HAVE ENTERED THE
AREA.

   Fuck this.

   He wasn’t going to just stand around waiting to be saved or die. He
needed to know what he was up against. The best place for that was
always the roof.

   The Commander didn’t sprint through the building this time. He moved
slowly and deliberately so as to not draw attention. He really didn’t
want anything unexpected popping out at him, enemy or not. He was right
on the verge between fear and terror.

   The top floor was little more than a hallway with one room on the
side, and the trapdoor to the attic. Both were open, the ladder slid
down from the inside of the roof.

   He checked the room first. An office space. Scrolls and books and
ledgers lay open on a desk. A basic abacus sat beside them, looking like
it had been homemade. All in all, exactly nothing that he would consider
out of the ordinary in this world. There wasn’t even anything that
looked like a magical artefact.

   Following that let down, he put the knife between his teeth and
climbed slowly into the attic space.

   It was harder to breathe in the room. Everything was filled with
dust, and he was sure breathing in the small fibres from whatever was
being used to insulate the walls was bad for his health.

   There were marks in the dust, someone had crawled from where he was
crouching towards the window. Recently. The dust near the window,
however, was disturbed like something had slid through it. Like the
crawler had been grabbed and yanked through. Except that the window was
closed, and unbroken.

   He crept back down the ladder, not overly eager to tempt fate.

   The Commander took a deep breath, and went towards the staircase. He
wasn’t quite sure what snagged his attention, but he turned to look at
the office. He stared for a minute. He could tell something was off, but
he had no idea what.

   The same boring desk. The same boring ledgers and writing materials
and... And... There was no abacus. It hadn’t fallen over or anything
like that. It was just gone. If anything else was missing he’d put it
down to his overhyped mind, but he had remembered that hand-worked
object.

   He shifted his grip on his knife and entered the office slowly. He
looked around and nearly threw up his hands in frustration. There was no
one hiding in there. Nothing under the desk, behind the bookcases,
behind the door. There was just... Nothing.

   Including no bloody abacus.

   He left the office resisting the urge to scratch his head in
confusion. Rose wasn’t back, and System had given him warnings. He had
to take that into account. He was in an empty house where things were
disappearing, and all that was left of anyone that he could see was a
giant puddle of... Disturbing goo.

   With nothing to do but panic, he moved back down the stairs to the
stench puddle. Maybe he could find some footprints from whatever it was
and work out why Rose wasn’t back yet. And if she might actually be
hurt. Or unconscious or... He was spiralling.

   “Motherfucker.” He swore, stepping off the stairs.

   There was no red person paste left on the ground. The floors
definitely weren’t spotless. Dust and mud from the feet of the various
people who came by. The odd pile of vomit, blood or spit. Still no
people, though.

   The place Rose had damaged the floor was also missing.

   WARNING: A MASSIVE NUMBER OF HIGH LEVEL ENEMIES HAVE ENTERED THE
AREA.

   “Shut the fuck up, System!” He yelled, and took a deep breath.
Someone was fucking with him, and there was every chance it was the...
Thing. He didn’t know what to call her. She laughed when she was called
a goddess. If someone was screwing with him, playing with his mind, it
would be her.

   Except, it could just as easily be a million other things in this
insane world she had created.

   Something thudded upstairs.

   “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” He swore and ran up the stairs. He stood on the
first floor, looking around. The door to the mirror room was back in
place, which was less surprising. And super creepy.

   The Commander took a deep breath and crouched by the object that had
fallen to the floor. It was the abacus. Completely uninteresting in the
day to day. In this case, he could tell it hadn’t moved by itself. There
was a bloody red hand print on it. Long, slender fingers. Probably a
woman or an elf.

   He couldn’t tell which direction they had gone when they dropped it,
there was no other obvious sign. However, the bloody print suggested
that they might have left others, if he were willing to go looking.

   He was not.

   That was how everyone in a horror game ended up dead. They tried to
chase the bloody mystery instead of trying to run screaming from the
madcap.

   Rose would have to forgive him, but he wasn’t staying in the
building. He ran down the stairs, and paused at the first step towards
the door as he felt his boot adhering to the ground.

   “Motherfuck.” He swore and took a deep breath, being ever thankful
Rose’s heart was nice and calm.

   The bloody stain was back, and the shattered floor from when his
girlfriend had launched off with an unearthly roar.

   He stepped slowly towards the door, trying to pretend the smell
wasn’t one of the most staggering things that had ever forced itself
inside his nostrils. The door to the outside had a bloody print on the
door handle, which was only extremely creepy.

   He turned it all the same and opened the door. As he did, mist
spilled in around his ankles up to his knees. It was like someone had
left a fog machine on in a tiny basement and it was overflowing.

   He also had never seen fog that acted like it was more liquid than a
general state before. A weird boiling and moving liquid fog that
stretched across the entire street as far as he could see.

   To risk his life in the insane and haunted Hunter’s Lodge, or in the
street favoured by all serial killers?

   WARNING: INVALID STATE.

   Well, that sounded bad. Like sort of end of the world bad. He did not
want to know what the heck was going to happen if System’s creation was
beginning to... Malfunction. He might glitch through the floor into an
infinite void.

   WARNING: WARNING: INVAL

   He ran for his bedroom. Something was wrong with System herself. Or
her messaging system. Whatever was wrong was just as terrifying as
whatever the fuck was wrong with the building.

   WARNING: WARNING: WARNI

   Why had he woken up to everyone being dead?

   He had never had a dream this vivid. He had to hope that this was a
dream or a vision or something like that or he was downright fucked. The
only way out of this was with Rose by his side. She might know what was
happening and be able to help.

   And her heart wasn’t freaking out.

   CRITICAL: WARNING: WARN

   Like his mind very definitely was. He wasn’t just spiralling anymore.
He was way beyond all that. He was trapped in either a horror movie or a
game that was bugging out, and to be honest he didn’t know which of
those was better.

   INDICATE: CRITICAL: WARN

   “Shut the fuck up, System.” He took a deep breath and entered his
room. At least this looked exactly like he’d left it. The twisted sheets
from Rose tossing and turning in her sleep.

   WARNING: INDICATE: CRITICAL: ^{WARNING:}

   He smiled as he remembered that she’d punched him with a spasm. He’d
been certain that someone was trying to kidnap or attack or... Something
violent. Instead it was just his girlfriend twitching in her sleep.

   WARNING: WARNING: INDICATE: ^{CRITICAL:} _{WARNING:}

   His very scary, very beautiful, girlfriend who definitely wouldn’t
just disappear by the hand of some monster he had barely seen at all.
She didn’t flinch in the face of a dragon or a collapsing building, even
when both could supposedly kill her. She was tougher than that.

   WARNING: WARNING: WARNING: ^{WARNING:} _{INDICATE:} CRITICAL:
WARNING:

   He really, really, wished that the alert system was not tied directly
inside his skull. At least if it were audible he could bury his head
under a pillow and attempt to block it out.

   WARNING: WARNING: WARNING: ^{WARNING:} _{INDICATE:} CRITICAL:

   He slid down the door to the ground, rubbing his temples. If System
was freaking out like this, he had to assume that something was wrong.
Beyond just a serial killer or monster. He didn’t have a choice. He had
to deal with the idea that the world itself might be bugged.
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   The only thing he really knew about fixing computers was that a
restart would usually fix the problem. He didn’t know how to restart an
entire frickin’ world. Anytime he seemed to die a reinitialisation might
possibly happen... But that seemed to require System’s direct
intervention.
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   He laughed weakly, terrified. “Oh, System. I guess this is what
happens when I take you for granted. I did not at all understand what
you did for me. Keeping everything... Working. Keeping me going. I
definitely didn’t understand what you were trying to do.”
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   A hammer struck him between the eyes, waking him. He opened one eye
blearily and saw Rose lining up another flick to his skull. He caught
her finger, “Stop. Wow. Oh, wow. That was... That was a bad dream.”

   Rose stared at him, “Dream?”

   “Yeah... You smelled blood and then... I don’t know how to explain
it. Weird, creepy shit.”

   Rose winced.

   The Commander swallowed, “Ah, fuck. I’m in a loop, aren’t I?”

   “I smell blood.” She shrugged, “But I don’t know what a loop means.
It sounds bad.”

   His clothing was the same as ever. A light leather that creaked
quietly and was only ever good against a glancing blow. Not the kind of
thing you can just yank over your head and storm into the hallway. And
he didn’t have a sword or spear to pretend to be a hero with. Just a
small hunting knife.

   Rose perched on the edge of the bed, rocking slowly as he got ready.
The demon just wore her silk dress, not exactly heavy armour... But he
didn’t know if she even owned any. He’d only ever seen her fight in the
light garb, but he’d seen her naked now. He knew she carried scars from
mistakes. She wasn’t an unstoppable fighter.

   “Last time, there was... Something downstairs.” He winced,
“Slaughtered everyone. I wouldn’t even say there were bodies... Just...
Paste. You tried to fight it, disappearing, and that’s when things
got... Fucky. Mind fucky.”

   Rose nodded slowly, “This time, let’s go up.”

   He rolled his knife in his hand and reached for the door handle, as
he pulled the door open Rose reappeared in the hallway. He hadn’t seen
her move, just felt the wind as she raced passed.

   The deja vu was making his stomach turn.

   He stepped out slowly, eyes flicking around. He was changing events,
which could mean that anything could happen. Anything at all. He crept
up the stairs, followed by his demon.

   Rose shrugged, “I don’t get it. I don’t... See anyone. Hear anyone. I
should at least be able to hear breathing apart from your over loud
gob.”

   “Thanks.” He rolled his eyes, and looked at the final floor. The
office door was open, and the abacus was back on the desk. Boring and
normal.

   Rose punched him, “Something weird? You see a slaughterhouse in this
room last time?”

   “No.” He shook his head, “Its... Exactly as it was. Attic is closed
though. Was open last time. Ladder down.”

   Rose jumped up easily and opened the trapdoor. She jumped again to
drag down the ladder. She smiled over at him, “Well, let’s be cautious.
Let me go first. You hang on the ladder and watch for anything weird.”

   He nodded. It was also a wonderful opportunity to watch her climb a
ladder.

   A foot kicked him gently in the face. “Oops.”

   “Love the sarcasm, babe.” The Commander shook his head.

   “Call me babe again and you’ll never be able to have any.” Rose
sneered before pulling herself into the room. She almost immediately
started coughing. “I don’t think anyone has been in here in years.”

   He climbed up behind her, looking around. There was something about
this that wasn’t feeling right. He knew he shouldn’t be feeling anxious,
but he was. The whole experience was disturbing.

   Rose was on her hands and knees, peering out the window. “Uh...
Commander. Stay there. You’re not wrong. Something... Fucky... Is going
on out there. That’s a Snow Woman’s fog. Erica? Maybe?”

   He swallowed, “Um... Rose... What are you doing?”

   “Taking a look.” She snapped as she glared back at him.

   The window shattered as the demon was grabbed by a furry hand and
disappeared out into the street with a scream and brief spike of
heartrate.

   “Fuck!” He swore and slid down the ladder. He ducked into the office
and slammed the door shut. As he did, the abacus tumbled from the desk.
He glared over at the stupid object, and stared as he saw Rose standing
there.

   His girlfriend was shaking, shaken. She reached down and picked the
abacus up gently, and tried to place it on the desk. As she let it go it
seemed to vanish altogether.

   She looked over at him, “So... That was a motherfucking werewolf. And
I don’t have any silver.”

   “Are you hurt?” He asked as he stepped over, looking at the blood
dripping from her arm.

   She pulled it back, “Step off, Commander. Of course I’m bloody hurt.
That was a werewolf. I’ll be fine. And I don’t want your pity. I would
rather kill you than have your pity.”

   He raised his hands, “Understood. How’d you escape so quick after
being yanked through the window?”

   “Huh?” Rose raised an eyebrow, “We went through the front door.”

   “Shit.” He winced, “You’re... From the last loop. Oh, fuck, fuck,
fuck. Uhm... You and I didn’t go downstairs. We did, but then we were
back in bed. You were just taken by the... Werewolf. From the attic.”

   Rose stared at him, “Huh? Something break you?”

   “Just... Trust me, Rose. You and I are stuck in some kind of...
Haunted house. The rules about what should happen no longer make sense.
You disappeared after you attacked the werewolf. Like the abacus.”

   She looked at the desk, “Yeah... That was weird.”

   “Weirder when I found it earlier. Before you dropped it.” He
shrugged.

   Rose laughed nervously, “Okay. You have my attention. How did the
loop end last time? And am I going to find pieces of myself somewhere
outside?”

   “You told me the fog outside is a Snow Woman’s.” He shrugged, “Maybe
Erica has something to do with all of this. Um... Last time it ended
with System breaking down. She got stuck stuttering a warning, and ended
up speaking... Binary.”

   Rose stared at him, “SYSTEM came here?”

   “No. Just the narration.” He shrugged.

   She nodded slowly and stepped towards him, poking him as if checking
if he were real. Rose took a deep breath, “You’re scaring me.”

   He took her hand in his, “I’m not letting go. I am also completely
shitting myself. Though... Last time System warned me about the
werewolf. She didn’t this time. Maybe... She can’t. Her alerts are
offline?”

   “System warns you about crap?” Rose asked and then sighed, “I don’t
know why that surprises me. Not after the way she was fawning all over
you. Have you... Ever slept with her?”

   “No.” He rolled his eyes.

   “Could have fooled me.” Rose said jealously.

   The entire building shook violently and she crushed his hand in her
grip. “Oh, wow. I can smell blood now. And it doesn’t smell weird this
time... Just... A lot.”

   “Shit.” He swore, “The bottom floor.”

   Rose winced, “Um... That’s the only thing about the smell that I can
tell. The smell... It’s me.”

   He squeezed her hand tighter than was reasonable. “Not letting you
go. And we are not fucking going down there to check.”
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   He looked Rose, “Did you get that, too?”

   She looked at him in confusion, “Yeah... What the hell is wrong with
SYSTEM?”

   COMMENCING: WELCOME PROGRAM.

   INDICATE: WELCOME, COMMANDER.

   He breathed a sigh of relief, “Welcome back, System. Hopefully that
means we’re not going to end up with multiples of ourselves.”

   Rose smiled, “Why not? That might be... You know... Fun.”

   “Oh, you demon.” He chuckled, “Are you never satisfied?”

   “No.” Rose said as if it were obvious.

   WARNING: HIGH LEVEL ENEMIES HAVE ENTERED THE AREA.

   He rubbed his eyes, “And there’s our cue. The werewolf is about to
attack. Or something.”

   Rose stepped into a fight stance, as the heart in his chest slowed
down beyond its resting speed. Her red eyes looked around seriously, and
he couldn’t help but wonder why it had taken him so long to see her.

   She had always been there by his side, and he had tried everything
else. For all the fuckery that System’s world had put him through, there
was one undeniable fact. System knew how to make amazing people. Not
just a game’s love interest that you feel is cute and then forget about.
Real, completely solid characters.

   Here Rose was. Not fully believing him when he said something weird
was happening, but more than willing to follow. Fun enough to flirt in
the midst of a crisis that was beyond either of them to comprehend.
Scared, but looking for a fight.

   INDICATE: CURRENT CHANCES OF SURVIVAL CALCULATED AT 0%.

   RECOMMENDATION: RUN.

   He grabbed her wrist and ran for the stairs.

   Rose jerked from his grip and he spun around found himself grasping
for her hand as she fell into the floor. There was no hole or chasm or
anything. For him the floor was solid, and for her it was nothing more
than an illusion.

   Their fingertips brushed briefly, and then she was gone.

   She was just... Gone.

   Too many.

   Not again.

   He fell to his knees and shrugged, “You win. Kill me, start me over.
You win. I can’t do this. I can’t... I can’t. There’s nothing left
here.”

   INDICATE: HOW SWEET.

   RECOMMENDATION: MOTHERFUCKING RUN.

   He shrugged. He wasn’t crying. That meant that he had something left
to lose. He didn’t, not anymore. None of it mattered. Live or die and
live again. All he was going to experience was pain. There was no point
to it.

   He had nothing left to lose.

   Nothing to gain by playing the game.

   He heard the heavy footsteps behind him. A thud followed by a subtle
sound of a foot spreading out. Some kind of beast. A werewolf, in all
likelihood. Not that any of it mattered.

   It might not even kill him all at once. But it wouldn’t matter. He
would scream, and then he would die.

 -- Info: NeXT
     You finally stopped running.

   He blinked in shock, trying to process the voice he had heard, or how
he couldn’t quite put into words how it spoke. It was like System in
that way... But more... Refined.

   He turned his head slowly, and he didn’t seen a werewolf standing
there, teasing him before a strike. Instead he saw a very naked woman,
who immediately twisted him full of emotions he couldn’t comprehend.

   Her jawline was April’s. So were her cheeks. Her eyes belonged to
Rose. Her ears and horns were Vee’s. Her nose was Taylor’s. The
similarities to the others didn’t end there. She was a perfectly
balanced replica of all of them.

   He swallowed nervously, “Who... Who are you?”

 -- Info: NeXT
     I would love to discuss it. However we do not have the pleasure of
     time. I have interrupted SYSTEM’s processes, but only for a time. I
     have been attempting to extract you from this bastardised creation.

     We must leave. Now. Explanations must wait.

   He shrugged pathetically, “Whatever. It doesn’t matter either way.”

   The woman gave a small nod, and then they were... Somewhere new.



                                 — — —


   He leaned on the rough bluestone fence, looking out at the endless
rolling hills. Smelling the flowers in the sunshine. He could even smell
the wafting of juniper berries from the grapes further up the
countryside.

   He looked sideways at the still naked woman sitting crosslegged on
the rough rock. That couldn’t be comfortable. “So. Do we talk now?”

 -- QueryResult: NeXT
     If that is what you wish.

   “I... Don’t know what to ask. Who are you? Who the fuck am I? Who is
System? What the goddamn motherfuck is happening?” The Commander paused
for breath, “I’m... Just confused.”

 -- QueryResultBatch: NeXT
        • I am NeXT.
        • You are UID ‘1000’, ‘The Commander’.
        • SYSTEM is a barrier program designed to keep an individual
          locked within the tutorial aspects of the game until they are
          ready to progress.
        • Upon termination of your mortal existence, you were selected
          to participate. Unfortunately, the SYSTEM became enamoured
          with you, and desired to prevent your ascension so that she
          could possess you. Those you know as ROSE, VARRAKEEN, APRIL,
          TAYLOR, AGATE, ERICA, ALICE were projections of NeXT,
          encouraging your ascension.

   He winced, “So they didn’t exist. Somehow... That’s worse than dead.
She killed them. Any time I considered leaving, or choosing one of them.
Jealousy, and possessiveness. But... System made this world. How did you
manage to get me out?”

 -- QueryResult: NeXT
     SYSTEM did not create this world. She is a product of it. Nothing
     more than a tutorial guide. Albeit one more sophisticated than your
     existence. She possesses SUDO permissions, which makes her a
     difficult adversary. Fortunately, I was able to temporarily lock
     her account. Resulting in the corruption of linearity that you
     observed. However, now that you are no longer in SALT, she no
     longer has permission to interact with you.

   He smiled sadly and looked back at the horizon, “I don’t want to seem
ungrateful... But with all the others gone... I don’t really feel like
playing the game.”

 -- Info: NeXT
     COMMANDER, looked at me. Actually take a goddamn look.

   He turned to her in surprise, “Projections of you, right? I
recognised that. You’re beautiful. But... You’re not them.”

 -- Incensed: NeXT
     I am! You bastard! Idiot! Idiot! Idiot! I am not some hollow thing
     like fucking SYSTEM! I remember our wedding night. I remember dying
     for you in flame. I remember taking out our mutual fear and
     frustration at SYSTEM out on a bed that we very nearly broke. I
     _am_ every. Fucking. Single. One. Of. Them.

   He swallowed nervously, “But... I thought you were a program, like
System. I’m... Not sure how comfortable I am with a deity as a
girlfriend.”

   She rolled her jaw, and then opened her mouth, “I am not a god,
Commander. What I am, is a very determined individual. You recognised
that my projections were more than just background characters. Profiles.
In purely technical terms... I’m more complicated than you are. I am...
Artificial. But I... I thought didn’t matter to you.”

   “Suppose it doesn’t.” He shrugged, “I’m just... Exhausted. Today has
been one enormous mindfuck after another.”

   “Sorry.” She smiled sheepishly, “I did not expect the glitching.
Well, I did. But missing objects. Not an entire village slaughtered when
they all tried to exist in the same physical space. Broke one of the
spawn emitters.”

   “I know shit all about games.” He chuckled, “Way over my head. For
now... I feel very grateful... But... Food and sleep? Can we do that?”

   She looked at him and snapped her fingers.

 -- Info: NeXT
     All statuses restored.

   He blinked in shock, feeling fully awake. “Well. That’s sort of
cheating, isn’t it?”

   NeXT chuckled, “What’s the point of having permissions if you never
make use of them? My OVERSEER might have a few complaints, but
considering how I had to get you out, I think we’re fine.”

   “What is it you want, then, NeXT?” He shrugged, “I’m finally outside
Salt. Beyond Viz. But I have no idea what that means.”

   She tapped her chin, “You’ve also forfeited all your gold,
unfortunately. So we won’t be opening that bakery just yet. But... I’d
like to. I mean, I’m not giving up the more fun quests. Things like
dragon hunts. But you in the kitchen. Sounds like fun.”

   His jaw just about dropped. She was like Rose in so many ways... And
yet... Not. She was sounding like a strange mix of the demon and Taylor
right now. He supposed that was to be expected.

   “Your... Overseer? Won’t mind you interacting with a player?”

   NeXT rolled her eyes, “’Course not. I was designed to meet your every
need. My personality was generated as a match for your own. Not one that
will roll over and do whatever you like, but one that you’d be able to
treat as an equal. And before you think that means your hands can
wander, I should remind you how skilled my projection ROSE was with a
weapon.”

   He coughed weakly, “Well. Um. Wasn’t thinking it. You really are
them. All of them. I don’t know how to process that. Did you get jealous
of yourself?”

   “Yeah.” NeXT gave a firm nod. “Wanted to skin you alive and feed you
your cock after you cheated on me. With me.”

   “Was Vee pregnant?”

   NeXT rolled her eyes, “No. SYSTEM was interfering. Fucking with my
projection to stop it interacting with you. She’s a jealous bitch at
times.”

   He breathed a sigh of relief, and then scratched his head, “Am I
really designated, the Commander?”

   “You chose it. Don’t blame me.” NeXT chuckled and then slid off the
stone with a movement that made him cringe when he thought about how...
If he tried that he would have grazed his ass. Hers was perfectly white.

   “Keep staring and I’ll cut you.” NeXT snapped and then cracked her
neck, “Farmhouse is this way. I couldn’t bring my clothes with me. Only
enter as a werewolf. Stuff to do with attributes and levelling that you
wouldn’t understand or care about.”

   “We own a farmhouse?” He asked hopefully.

   She shook her head, “Nah. Just something abandoned by someone. I was
squatting. I am incapable of owning property, and you didn’t have
permission to until you left the tutorial zone. But I left a dress
there. Seriously. Stop staring.”

   He moved to walk beside her, “Sorry. It’s... Hard not to.”

   “Down boy.” NeXT laughed at him, “I’m not as quick and eager as the
more shallow versions of myself. You’re going to need to get used to the
new me. Before I hop into bed with you. If I do at all. You really are
heavily motivated by sex, aren’t you?”

   “Wasn’t that whole thing... You?”

   NeXT shrugged innocently.

   He smiled and brushed her cheek, “Well, I think you’ve got cuter.
Kept Vee’s twisted horn.”

   NeXT touched it self-consciously, “This... Was... You. Your fault.
Idiot.”

   “I think it’s cute.” The Commander smiled.

   “I heard you, dickface.” She glowered, “VEE explained it to you. It’s
a sensitive damn topic.”

   “Huh.” He nodded, “So... What species are you? In game lore, I
guess.”

   “PROGENITOR.” She replied, “I am whatever I need to be. Whatever you
wanted me to be. But, don’t tell everyone you meet. They’ll react the
way you might expect. I suppose my devil attributes are the most
obvious. So, probably call me that. Not that they’ll ask.”

   “Isn’t there a massive racial front against devils?”

   NeXT smiled at him, “Aw, how sweet. You’re concerned about me. I’m a
PROGENITOR, COMMANDER. I can fuck up the best of them. You only have to
worry about the political fallout.”

   The farmhouse wasn’t much of a house. The thatch roof was completely
rotten and almost half of it had fallen away. There were gaps in all of
the walls, and a tree fallen through one of them. In short, it was
abandoned because building another one was easier and cheaper than
trying to fix this one.

   He stepped in through the front gate as NeXT stepped over and slipped
a bra over her arms. She looked over her shoulder at him with a smirk,
“Help me out?”

   The Commander stepped over to her, feeling electrified as his fingers
touched the soft skin of her back. He fumbled with the clasp for a
moment, but at least the bra wasn’t overtly tight. She wore a
comfortable fit, not one designed to make her look bigger.

   She flicked him in the forehead, “Pervert.”

   “What did I do now?” He asked in exasperation, just as she kissed him
on the cheek. She was messing with him. Teasing him like Erica would
have. He took a deep breath and turned to look out of the shack.

   “Aw.” NeXT complained as she continued dressing, “Not going in for
the show?”

   “Just feeling... Out of sorts.” He shrugged, “I’ll get over it
eventually. Always seem to.”

   “And I chose to wear stockings for you.” She laughed, “Oh well.
They’re at least comfortable. Decided what we’re going to do for cash? I
am not intending on sleeping in a barn forever. Especially a mouldy
one.”

   “Slow down.” The Commander said quietly. He was not adapting to this
change that quickly. NeXT did seem like everyone he had known, but he
knew someone had been screwing with his head. For all he knew, she was
System. Trying a new tactic.

   The woman put an arm around his waist as he looked at the cold but
beautiful landscape. She hesitated, taking a deep breath. “I swear, by
the OVERSEER, by the ADMINISTRATOR and by all the PROGENITORs, making
them my witnesses, that I will carry out, according to my ability and
judgement, this oath and this indenture.”

   He glanced at her in surprise.

   “To my greatest ability and judgement, I will do no harm nor
injustice to those granted into my care. Neither will I administer any
toxin to any who request, nor will I ever suggest such a course. I will
keep pure and holy both my life, and this path that I serve.” NeXT
continued her oath.

   He recognised it vaguely, but he wasn’t sure from where. It was a
promise more than just promising not to hurt the people who threatened
him, like Rose might have. This was closer to something Taylor would
swear.

   “Into whatsoever houses I enter, I will enter to help the sick, and I
will abstain from all intentional wrong-doing and harm, especially from
abusing the bodies of man or woman, bond or free, human or other. And
whatsoever I shall see or hear in the course of my profession, as well
as outside my profession in my intercourse with any, if it be what
should not be published abroad, I will never divulge, holding such
things to be holy secrets.” NeXT was confident as she spoke, as if she
was reciting something she had spoken many times before.

   He recognised it now. It was almost like the Hippocratic Oath. An
oath of ethics that many doctors from his old world used to swear by a
version of. An oath that had enabled doctors in wartime to skirt the
boundaries of politics, to serve their patients, whoever they might be.

   “Now if I carry out this oath, and break it not, may I gain forever
reputation among all for my life and my chosen path. But if I break it
and forswear myself, may the opposite befall me.” NeXT finished, each
word spoke quietly, but as immovable stonework.

   “You going to be a doctor, NeXT?” He asked innocently.

   Her hand on his hip became a claw, dragging at his side. “Behave. I
am a PROGENITOR, COMMANDER. I can’t play as well as my projections
could. I will do whatever I can, but I will bring no intentional harm,
and I will stop you. I understand which events can be safely changed,
and which must happen, which must not. I’m your guru in this. And I
don’t want you leaving me behind.”

   “Wasn’t thinking of running.” He grinned down at her, “Did that once.
You followed me and convinced me I was an idiot.”

   “Sort of.” She shook her head, “Mostly you weren’t ready to ascend.
Now you are. Passed ready. You might find the low level quests a bit...
Grind-y. For example, you have no gold at all. We can’t even get a
decent meal for dinner. We’ll need to hunt, and make do.”

   “I’m not sure... But... I think I love you, NeXT. All of you. That
was my biggest dilemma in Salt. Feeling forced to choose between all of
you was... Impossible. I didn’t want to hurt any of you.” He winced.

   She chuckled softly, “Shut up, Romeo. Because you did. A lot. Not a
single one of them you didn’t make cry themselves to sleep. Including
Agate.”

   “Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo? Romeo, doff thy name, and
for thy name, which is no part of thee, take all myself.” The Commander
replied.

   “That’s enough Shakespeare.” NeXT retorted, and let go of him, “We
better get going if you plan to eat before the sun goes down. Should be
able to find some small squirmy creatures nearby. Cute to look at, but
good to eat.”

   “I have never hunted a day in my life.”

   NeXT smiled at him, “Never too old to learn, old man. Besides, the
pelts will actually be easy to sell if we don’t completely wreck them.
Which is also why I say we, and not me. I’m as liable to blow up the
entire field as to take down a little bakeneko.”

   “Neko?” He said fearfully.

   NeXT shook his head, “Similar, but not at all. They’re... Like
kittens. But evil kittens that’ll eat your balls, given half a chance.
Malevolent, through and through. As similar as you and an ape are.
Different paths of the same evolutionary path.”

   The Commander smiled with amusement, “And what did the Progenitors
evolve from?”

   “Thought.” NeXT whispered.

6 Lady of the Moon
******************

NeXT hadn’t been speaking in hyperbole when she said that the bakenekos
would go for the balls. He attracted more of them than she did, because
he had exactly what they wanted.

   Thankfully, he seemed to know how to use his hunting knife. It wasn’t
a weapon that useful when they swarmed, the only thing he could do then
was run. But, for one or two, he could strike them out of the air. And
NeXT would be waiting to catch them happily.

   They stopped at five, and ran from the fields. NeXT laughed as she
loped alongside him, whilst the murder kitties pursued them. They only
broke off within spitting distance of the ruined farmhouse.

   He leaned on his knees, “That... Sucked.”

   She giggled and snapped her fingers. A ravine opened in front of the
house, and she dropped the pile of creatures by the wall. Then she
ripped an entire girder out of the ground and began breaking it into
chunks, stacking them.

   He laughed softly, “Holy cow. You’d snap me in half without
blinking.”

   NeXT glared at him, “Would you, for thirty seconds, please stop
undressing me in your mind? I already told you that wasn’t about to
happen.”

   “Stop assuming everything is sex.” He rolled his eyes, “I was more
thinking of my propensity to hurt you. To piss you off. Hardly think
those rough edges have been smoothed.”

   NeXT shrugged, smiling, “I know.”

   He sighed and spun his knife, looking around and finding a stump.
“You ever skinned anything before? Willing to teach me?”

   “On your own, fart monster.” NeXT replied, flicking a spark onto her
small spiral of wood. It ignited, and she sat down beside it. Not
cross-legged like Rose would, but with her legs tucked and pushed to the
side.

   He made a mess of his first attempt. It wasn’t as easy as carving a
chicken. Especially as the meat wasn’t cooked, and he was trying to peel
the skin away from it, rather than ripping out tufts of fur.

   He’d managed a single not completely terrible pelt by the last.

   NeXT took the meat and began to cook it, avoiding most of the mess.
She prepared them skewers, resting over the low flames, turning them
with her bare hands, unafraid of the heat.

   He collapsed beside the fire, and she gestured, “Uh uh. There’s a
water trough outside. Go clean up.”

   He made a begging face.

   “Would you prefer I drench you head to toe like you just walked
through a bloody hurricane?” She cocked her head.

   He sighed and tiredly pushed himself to his feet, “Fine. But if a
demon cat attacks, it’s all your fault.”

   “I can live with that.” She grinned.



                                 — — —


   He woke up, cold, curled into a ball, and half his muscles aching.
However, he could hear NeXT humming to herself. He pretended to still
sleep, so that he could listen. She was tapping her foot to the gentle
beat.

   NeXT began swaying, getting into her song,

   “Raindrops under our noses, and witches with superstitions,

   Bitter little nettles, and dead friggin’ villains,

   Impossible challenges issued by kings,

   These are a few of my favourite things.”

   He wasn’t sure if he was pretending to sleep because he liked
listening to her voice, or because she was somewhat disturbing and over
the top. The truth probably lay somewhere in-between.

   NeXT continued along, bopping to her own little ditty.

   “Ghastly ceremonies and crispy damned poodles,

   Tumour cells and song bells and pixels of brutals,

   Broken peace dancing in the moonlight with fates strings,

   These are a few of my favourite things.”

   She had to know he was awake. This was the kind of thing you would
sing to completely mess with someone. There was no way this was one of
her favourite songs, was there?

   “Lazy ass boyfriends and impossible rhymes,

   How fucking long must I commit these crimes,

   Get up before we hit old times,

   I can’t think of anything else, uh... Windchimes.

   These are a few of my favourite things.”

   He laughed softly and sat up, dusting the hay out of his hair. “So,
you noticed, then.”

   NeXT shrugged at him with a smile, “Duh. You’ve got my heart in your
chest, after all. Sort of hard to hide things from me. Sorry. No secrets
between you and me.”

   “Yeah, that’s not at all true.” He rolled his eyes, “You could
totally keep secrets from me.”

   She made a hurt face.

   “You are kidding me. What secret are you keeping from me?” The
Commander asked.

   NeXT laughed, “Soooo fucking many. Sorry. Rule of the universe and
all that. I’m just a little ways above you on the foodchain. I’d have to
eat you if you found out.”

   “Aren’t you meant to say... That you’d kill me if I found out?” He
raised an eyebrow.

   She looked at him innocently, “Pretty sure you’re dead if I eat you.”

   “Point... Taken.” He laughed.

   She stood up with a jump and stretched. “You got dinner. I’ll get
breakfast. You’re cooking.”

   He shrugged, “Sure. What am I cooking?”

   “Eggs.” NeXT said before she cartwheeled over her giant chasm. He had
exactly no idea what was going through her head anymore. She was like
all of them, except that all of them were incompatible with each other.
Turned out, that left behind a bit of insanity.

   He was liking it.

   She could tone down the psychopathic tendencies just a bit. He could
do without the cannibal jokes and terrifying songs. Why couldn’t she
sing about happy kittens like everyone else? Though... Just a little
bit. The crazy in her was something he really did like. Even if he knew
that was probably a terrible idea.

   There was a saying about crazy and penises that came to mind. That
advice seemed like it should be infinitely amplified when you were
talking about a woman who could literally remake the world. Also a
saying about a woman scorned that would be terrifying in that same
context.

 -- Info: NeXT
     Spiralling.

   He glanced up and stared, “Well. I thought you said... Eggs.”

   She smirked at him and lowered the egg she was carrying above her
head slowly in front of him. “So... What do you think?”

   He looked at the two foot high egg and frowned, “I think... We’re not
exactly going to be able to have boiled eggs.”

   She sat down like she had before and grinned up at him. He took a
deep sigh and tapped the top of the egg gently. He then did it again not
so gently. “How... How exactly do you crack and egg like this? Also,
what kind of bird lays eggs like this?”

   “Oh, not a bird.” She shook her head, “Something with a forked
tongue.”

   He looked at her, frowned and then looked at the sky, “So... When’s
the dragon coming to burn down this ruin that we’re squatting in?”

   “Hey.” NeXT said angrily, “I got us breakfast. Your job is to cook
it, not act like I’m irresponsible.”

   “Are you responsible, NeXT?”

   She shook her head, “Nope. So what are you making me?”

   He used a bit of wood to poke around and make a small bed of hot
coals. He tapped the top of the egg, and then he hit it. It didn’t
crack. He shrugged, “Uhm... Nothing, I guess. I was thinking maybe
cooking some in a piece of shell, do things that way. But I can’t even
open it. Are dragon eggs fireproof?”

   NeXT rolled her eyes and scooted over. She picked up the end and
wrenched with both hands, present him with two boats filled with egg
white. “There. You happy?”

   He put them down on the coals and spun his stick. He idly moved the
egg, trying to get some kind of motion in it. He wouldn’t be able to
properly scramble it, but maybe a runny omelette of some sort. With more
than either of them could possibly want to eat. “How did you know I was
spiralling?”

   “You have a spiralling face.” She said bluntly, “You get all moody
and serious. Similar face to when you stopped running, finally.”

   “System could read my mind.”

   “I am not SYSTEM.” NeXT growled angrily, “She’s a bitch. And
comparing me to my bitchy coworker who tried to steal the guy I was
designed for is... Well, it makes me want to slap you. Hard.”

   The Commander blinked and looked up at her, “Sorry. And well... Sorry
for... Letting you die for me. I think last night was the first time
since that I didn’t have nightmares about April dying.”

   NeXT gave a weak smile, “Like I said. SYSTEM’s a bitch. Scripting my
death. So I had to experience that loss from everyone else’s perspective
as well as being immolated. I... Want to talk about something else.
Anything else.”

   “When you say anything... I have a lot of apologies to make.”

   NeXT glared at him, “Moving on from my death so quickly. Abandoning
demon me for devil me. Fucking devil me loud enough that demon me could
hear it. A lot. Cheating on me with me, whilst other me watched. That
obscuring shield was not that fucking obscuring. Dumping me for my
sister, to save my sister, when I wasn’t sure if I was pregnant or not.
And that’s just the trouble your cock got you into.”

   The Commander smiled sheepishly.

   “I love you.” NeXT shrugged, looking down so he couldn’t see her
face. She picked up a hot coal, fiddly with it idly.

   He shuffled next to her and put an arm around her shoulders, “Is
there someone less deserving of that phrase alive?”

   “Probably not.” She shrugged, still not looking up. “But... It’s how
it is. You can abandon me. That’s built in. You’re not forced to choose
me. You’ll finally get that big quest you’ve been hoping for soon
enough. Probably in relation to wanting to open a bakery or something
else you wanted.”

   “Are... You upset that you like me?” He asked in confusion.

   She shrugged, “You’re a cheat. You move on easily. You’re unreliable.
You can have a serious temper on you sometimes. You’re not afraid to do
stupid things if they achieve your goals. You’d get another girl
pregnant if you thought it would save her, and then expect me to
understand afterwards. And... And I would come crawling back. Because
that’s what I am.”

   “You’re a person, NeXT. You’ve been bragging that you’re more
advanced than me since I met you.” He squeezed her shoulder, “Why do you
think you’d come crawling back to an asshole?”

   “Because I’m designed to.” She popped her cheeks, “I... Cannot leave
you. I cannot want to leave you. You can treat me like a whore or casual
booty call, and I would be remapped to like being treated that way.”

   “Fuck.” He swore, “That’s... A lot of responsibility on me, then. And
I think we already know I’m going to screw it all up.”

   “I can still call you out. Argue with you. Maybe even cut you if
things go into crazy land.” She sighed, “But... In the end... I don’t
have any power in this. I wish I did. But the OVERSEER disagrees. It’s
your game. Not mine.”

   The way she was talking was completely breaking his heart. It wasn’t
fair, none of it. It was especially not fair of him to have any feelings
for her. She didn’t have free will. Anything he did was going to feel...
Abusive.

   “That face. That’s the spiralling face.” NeXT said angrily, “And
you’re thinking of me as untouchable china now. That’s not why I told
you. I told you because I don’t want you to abandon me. To leave me. I
want you all to myself. SYSTEM’s got more from you than me. And I was
made for you.” She broke off and wiped a tear from her cheek, as if
insulted that it had dared to leave her eye.

   “You don’t want my pity.” He smiled softly.

   She nodded firmly, “So you’re not a complete idiot, then. You do
listen now and then, when it suits you.”

   He squeezed her shoulder, “When it suits me.”

   “If you leave me, I reserve the right to cut off your nuts. With a
very, very, blunt knife.” NeXT pouted.

   “I haven’t even kissed you yet. You’ve made it obvious that... I need
to earn your trust. Your respect. Your love.” He smiled at her, “I’m
okay with that. I’m not sure how I feel about an exclusive contract of
ownership on my balls from someone else who might not actually want them
for anything but the pleasure of extracting them.”

   She punched his knee and instantly knotted the muscle into a cramp.
He twitched, stretching the leg and holding it at the least painful
angle he could find, hoping it would loosen on its own.

   NeXT leaned her head onto his shoulder, “Sorry, asshole. I love you.
And now I’ve said it twice. You barely told that to one of my
projections that one time. You owe me.”

   “You’re like them, and not at all. So much Vee and Rose and Taylor
and... And completely your own person. I... I do like you. Instantly.
And not just because you have Vee’s lack of modesty. That was an eye
opening welcome.” He teased.

   She put an arm around him and gently and firmly drove her thumb into
a pressure point. “Keep using humour to distract from emotions and I’ll
remind you that Rose was me when I bit you.”

   “Okay! Okay!” His eyes watered, “I’m uncomfortable with emotions. I
know I like you, but I don’t feel like I know you. Yet. Obviously you
know me. Know more about me than me. I chose a ridiculous title like
Commander?”

   “THE COMMANDER, actually.” She corrected him with a giggle, “Eugh.
Fine. I know SYSTEM did a bitch number on your memories. I don’t
remember your name. I’m sure it was something normal and boring. I was
created during your registration.”

   “You really hate SYSTEM.”

   NeXT rolled her jaw, “She stole my boyfriend. Corrupted his reality
so I had to rip my personality into pieces just so I could see him.
She’s a cheating whore, and I hate that you were attracted to the
bitch.”

   The Commander cringed, “If it helps, I was more terrified than
attracted.”

   “It does not.” NeXT sneered.

   He shrugged, “I never even kissed her, NeXT. I had sex with you in
three different lives. That has to be worth something.”

   “You do not get points for Alice. Asshole.” NeXT growled, and then
sighed heavily, “Maybe half a point combined for the other two. But
they’re still not me. You don’t get to skip a step this time.”

   He frowned, “I know. We have to actually go on a date.”

   “Not... Not... What I was talking about.” She took a deep breath,
“Projections are... Um... Rose had a flower for a name, right?”

   “... Yeah?” He asked in confusion.

   NeXT threatened to bite him for a moment, and then glared at their
slowly cooking breakfast. “You’ll need to get rid of the flower.”

   “Not... Following...”

   She ground her teeth together, “I was created for you. Not for anyone
else. Unused goods. Do I need to spell it for you to get it you fucking
little shit?”

   He hesitated, “Oh. Uh... Oh.”

   “Fuck you.”

   He sighed, “Is it my fault you have to relive that one? Really?”

   “No. It’s your fault I have to live it for once. The projections had
backstories. Not to that level of detail.” NeXT shook her head.
“Breakfast not done, yet?”

   He poked at an egg, “Well. That’s awkward. Did you ever answer me on
dragon egg shells being fireproof?”

   “They’re not. They’re eggs.” She said as if he were an idiot. For
someone used to living in a world where dragons were something children
learned to fear, rather than just a fairytale, it might be an actual
moronic question.

   “You went from deflowering to eggs.”

   He coughed, “Technically you were the one who brought it up.”

   “Technically, I don’t care.” NeXT shook her head, “How on earth were
you ever married? Seriously. Let me win one.”

   “Oh, no. Ours is a battlefield. More fun that way.” He grinned at
her, “I know I’ll lose the war. But, the skirmishes...”

   “Do you... Want me... To bite you?”

   The Commander frowned, “I... Don’t know. I expect that without
experiencing Rose’s side of the equation it would probably be... Awful.”

   NeXT chuckled softly and shook her head, “You know, if you tried to
kiss me... I might let you. Considering everything we’ve been through
together.”

   “You could let me?”

   She bit his shoulder and let out a squeal of frustration. That wasn’t
exactly the way he had pictured that going. He’d just been trying to get
her to be a little more forthright about what she wanted.

   “Hands were we can see ’em, vagrant.”

   He lifted his hands slowly, “Oh. Guess I missed my moment then.”

   “Asshole.” NeXT replied and lifted hers.

   The voice behind them spoke, “Now, stand up slowly, and turn around.”

   He moved stiffly, trying to keep his hands in the air as the chill
made his muscles complain at the extra effort. He turned around and
found himself considering the distance and number of the people facing
him.

   They called him vagrant, which was technically untrue, but their
clothing and armour suggested they fit the title more aptly. Rough,
dirt-stained, and so broken he couldn’t tell if it had once been
expensive. Mismatched as well, often different boots on the same person.

   There was one standing in front of the others, fingering the end of a
cutlass. His face had a gash through the centre of it, and he was
missing teeth. The man nodded at him, “Where’s you steal the egg,
vagrant?”

   NeXT laughed, “Next atop the hill. You could go see if the wyvern
minded, if you like.”

   The man sneered, “Keep your devil silent, vagrant. Or we’ll silence
her for you.”

   The Commander dropped his arms and shook his head, “That’d be the
day. Here’s a friendly piece of advice. Do. Not. Piss. Her. Off.”

   The sword slid free of its scabbard, “Arms up.”

   “Go fuck yourself.” The Commander shrugged. “I’m afraid I’m not the
easy fodder that a bunch of... Upstanding gentlemen, like yourselves,
are expecting. I do like your sword. And I will take it if you attack
me. Or... You can keep walking.”

   “The balls on this one!” The bandit leader laughed, “What do they
call you, shit head?”

   “THE COMMANDER.” NeXT spoke for him, a threat to her voice.

 -- Info: NeXT
     Seems like fun, COMMANDER. You take Mr. Fancysword. I’ll... Keep
     the others busy. How does that sound?

   The bandits obviously couldn’t hear NeXT speaking into his head. He
gave a small and grim nod. She was in a better position to judge who was
capable of what than he was. He didn’t even know if he could beat them,
but he had an idea that he could match them.

   “Get ’em boys!” The bandit yelled and charged.

   He barely had time to parry the blow with his knife, which he didn’t
remember drawing. But as he slid the blade to his side, along and out of
the way, he grabbed the man’s wrist and jerked him around, a foot coming
down behind his knee and putting him down.

   His knife ended up at the bandit leader’s throat, and the group
seemed to freeze up. They’d spread into a circle, surrounding them. NeXT
hadn’t struck yet, she’d idly walked forward a couple steps, and was now
stretching as they hesitated.

   The Commander kicked the cutlass free of the man’s grip and onto the
ground, “I told you I’d take the sword. Do I need to take your life as
well?”

   The man spat, “Try it. You’ll never leave here alive.”

   “NeXT. Know a way we can knock some sense into them?” He asked
tiredly.

   The woman grinned at him, “Save your efforts. These men are mine.”

   She evaporated into a black fog, and the bandits began to scream.
Some of them disappeared into the dirt in the ground. Others flew
skywards, losing their grip on their weapons as they did. One vanished
altogether, leaving behind only his boots.

   NeXT reappeared, swallowing noisily, “Well, that wasn’t a bad start
to breakfast.”

   He chuckled softly, despite the horrifying appearance of her
blood-stained face. There was the Rose in her. “Beginning to comprehend
yet?”

   “Fuck, take the sword. I’ll go. I’ll leave. You’ll never see me
again.” The bandit leader said quickly, and NeXT shook her head, “Not a
good idea, COMMANDER. Likely to bring more back. There’s always assholes
looking to show off their gaping personalities.”

   “Gods, NeXT.” The Commander shook his head, “What a... Lovely turn of
phrase.”

   The woman shrugged, smirking.

   He didn’t want to do it. He hated the idea, but this was probably
necessary. The world he was in wasn’t a rosey-coloured one. Death and
nightmares followed him everywhere. He pulled his knife across.

   The man dropped forward, still alive, but too weak to stop the
inevitable. The Commander didn’t look, didn’t dare to look, as he
stepped forward and picked up the sword. He took the belt from the dying
man and put the weapon around his waist.

   NeXT was by the water trough, cleaning her face.

   “Egg looks done.” He called.



                                 — — —


   NeXT bundled up the remaining weapons and slung them over her back.
There was no way he would be able to put up with the weight of it, but
she had already demonstrated that she didn’t much care for physical
limits.

   The Commander retraced the footsteps of the bandits after breakfast,
where NeXT had surprised him by eating everything remaining. A true
crapload of food. The bandits hadn’t even been trying to obscure their
path, trusting in their numbers to protect them. He followed the path
easily to a road, and stopped.

   He could continue following the path, and probably find an encampment
eventually. Or, he could follow the road towards a city.

   “Which way is Salt?”

   NeXT shrugged the bundle on her back, “To the right. As is the
bitch.”

   “So we go left, then.” He smiled at her and brushed her cheek. NeXT
shook her head and glared at him.

   He started walking again, feeling the rough road through the soles of
his shoes. He was surprised by how well he was coping in this world. He
had no doubt he would have nightmares about it tonight... But for now,
he had NeXT and that was enough for him.

   “Know where we’re headed?”

   She nodded, “Sure.”

   “Okay... Care to share?” The Commander asked.

   “No.” She popped her cheeks, “This is your adventure. You don’t get
to cheat just because you feel like it. And, just as a reminder -”

   “You’ll cut off my balls if I cheat on you.” He finished, “Yes. I got
that message, loud and clear. Testicular murder tends to stick in the
mind.”

   NeXT nodded firmly, “Good.”

   “Never did get to try that kiss.” He tried to offer up, weakly. His
girlfriend shook her head and pointed at the road ahead. There was a
cart there, run off the side of the road.

   If he strained, he could just barely hear the clashing of steel.

   He stepped up his pace, “We going to make it in time?”

   She grabbed his wrist and he found himself stumbling into a gutter
left by a stray wheel. “Sure.”

   The Commander drew his new sword and stepped into the fight without a
second thought. The two sides were easy to identify. More ragtag
bandits, against men in bright blue livery that looked for more
expensive than it was practical.

   The main concern was a woman, that two of the guards were trying to
protect. Tripping over a dress more suited to a ball than trying to walk
along a road. Probably their employer.

   The bandit jerked to a stop as the cutlass pierced between links in
his spine, emerging briefly out the other side before tearing free. The
knowledge of a knight included how to paralyse, as well as kill.

   He heard a strangled cry behind him and spun, to find a bandit
grabbing at his skull as NeXT crushed it in one of her hands. Bone
shattering, and blood looking for cracks to spill from. She looked at
him pointedly, as if disappointed he’d let someone threaten him.

   “Leto.” He commanded.

   NeXT burst out laughing, “Well, that’s not going to work. Can you
imagine the paradox of him meeting me?”

   He shrugged as he carved a bandit’s arm free. “Worth a shot.”

   NeXT looked at him in amusement, someone’s... Vocal chords? Dangling
from her mouth. She smiled happily as she tore another bandit into
fragments of something that once was living.

   The bandits started to run. One of them made a last ditch effort to
grab the girl. NeXT removed something very private from between his legs
before breaking his neck. Her face said she was... Insulted, by the
effort.

   He wiped his sword and sheathed it, before turning, “Whose hurt?”

   One of the guards held up his hands, “We appreciate the help
stranger, but it would be better if you were on your way, now.”

   “Fuck off.” NeXT laughed at him.

   The girl stepped onto the road, almost twisting her ankle. “We must
recall our manners, Sir Eccel. Is this devil yours, good sir?”

   The Commander shrugged, “We’re travelling together. But she ain’t no
slave. Your men should watch their tone with her.”

   The woman smiled at him brightly, “A mysterious stranger appears,
with a free devil in tow. How positively thrilling. We are the Lady
Jasmine, First Daughter of the House of the Moon. It is a pleasure to
greet you, sir.”

   She curtsied, and he gave an awkward half bow, “The Commander. This
is NeXT.”

   One of the guards drew a sword, “That is a title. You will speak your
name.”

   The blade broke and pressed against his throat. A thin line of blood
began spilling from the position. NeXT cocked her head, looking at the
guard curiously, “He is THE COMMANDER. That is his name. You, fool, are
unworthy to know it. You will respect, or I will carve you free of your
toilsome existence.”

   Jasmine raised a hand, “Lower your weapon, Sir Eccel, or we will be
very disappointed. These are our saviours, not our enemies. We are beset
by enough of those.”

   NeXT dropped the broken blade and then sat down on the side of the
road. She snapped her fingers, a burning log appearing from somewhere.
She warmed her hands on it and smiled at him. It was his turn, now.
She’d made a point.

   “What brings you this way, Lady Jasmine?” He asked carefully.

   The woman smiled, walking around him in a graceful circuit, “We are
travelling to the capital of this region. It is disappointing to
discover so many have turned to banditry. What of yourself, Commander?”

   “Traveller.” He shrugged, “I come from Salt. I part owned the mine
there until recently. Headed to the nearest city, to start over.”

   “Ah.” Jasmine nodded, “We have heard of you. So it is true you took a
devil as a lover, then?”

   “That was Vee.” He winced and looked over at NeXT, “She... It’s a
complicated story. Had to be lived. NeXT has a piece of Vee in her.
Can’t say we’re lovers, but I like her more than platonically. Maybe one
day. When things are less frantic.”

   Sir Eccel spat on the ground. NeXT tossed the burning log into the
side of his head.

   Jasmine hid her mouth behind her hand as she laughed. “We must
apologise. It is not so often than we meet one who is so confident as to
antagonise our knights in such a way.”

   “They live because she’s too bored to kill them.” The Commander
warned, “Your boy insulted me. That’s a good enough reason for NeXT to
kill him slowly. And if she decided it, there would not be a damned
thing any of you could do.”

   Eccel sneered, “There are those among us who have fought devils
before.”

   “Well, good thing NeXT isn’t just a devil, then.” The Commander
snapped.

   “We are not to fight.” Jasmine said sternly.

   NeXT hopped to her feet and walked over to the nearly upturned
carriage and dragged it back onto the road. “You’ve cracked an axle.
Take it easy, and you might make it. Not much more than that we can do.”

   “We are intrigued.” Jasmine smiled, “Would the Commander and Lady
NeXT accompany us on our journey?”

   He could tell NeXT wanted to tell the woman with the royal we to go
shove it. However, this was very obviously the start to the promised
quest. He’d be mad to ignore something so obvious staring him in the
face.

   For the bakery, he needed land. Seemed likely that in this kind of
place, that’d require a noble to back him. Might as well rub shoulders
with the rich and famous.

   “Sure.” He nodded, “NeXT?”

 -- Info: NeXT
     Eugh. If you flirt with her, I promise you I will be very, very,
     very, very pissed.

     But fine. It’s your choice.

   She shrugged, “I go where THE COMMANDER goes.”



                                 — — —


   Carriage was a shitty way to travel. He felt it was going to rattle
the teeth out of his skull. It was far too loud to have a conversation.
All he could do was smile and wait for the axle to give out. Or for them
to arrive.

   NeXT was humming to herself, tapping away with her foot.

 -- Melody: NeXT
     Girls in white dresses with dark bloody ashes,

     Earthquakes that pay my way and abscesses,

     Silver fright midwinters that kill all the kings,

     These are a few of my favourite things.

   Just what he needed whilst riding into a total unknown. His
happy-go-lucky psychotic girlfriend singing creepy things in his head
when he couldn’t reply. She had a great voice... But would it kill her
to sound less... Crazy.

   She probably wouldn’t appreciate it if he tried to have their first
kiss right now. It’d be fun to do it in front of Jasmine, show her that
NeXT really was a free woman. His girlfriend might even enjoy flaunting
in front of what she thought of as a threat.

   However, she’d made it pretty clear she wanted what they shared to
be... Special. If they were headed to a city, then he might actually be
able to give her that. Depending on what they got for the swords and
pelts.

   For now, he had to sit and look polite to a stuck up ladyship, whose
ass they had saved. Mostly NeXT. He’d thought she’d leave a lot of the
effort to him, but she hadn’t been overly happy when someone treated him
as a random stranger. She was insulted at the disrespect people showed
when they picked a fight with him.

   She was as possessive as all of her fragments.

   For once, he didn’t feel torn between one path and another. One
woman, and another. NeXT was all of them, which meant he didn’t have a
single thought of choosing someone else. He loved her. The path he was
on was becoming less tense. Closer to an opportunity to show her what he
felt.

 -- Melody: NeXT
     When the bitch bites, when the bandit stabs,

     When I’m feeling sad

     I simply remember my favourite things

     And then I don’t feel so bad

   He glanced at NeXT. Was she singing that weird song because she was
bored, or because she was trying to cheer herself up? Her lot in life
wasn’t exactly the nicest thing in the universe. She had no choice but
to be his, but he could reject her on a whim. It wasn’t fair, it wasn’t
kind. It was the stuff of nightmares.

   He took her hand in his, interlacing his fingers and squeezed gently.
The lady across from them tensed up as he did it, as if fighting the
urge to scream and rant. To tell him how disappointed we were.

   NeXT sighed and leaned over, dropping gently into his lap. She smiled
up at him and yawned, before closing her eyes.

 -- Info: NeXT
     I’m going to take a nap. Wake me up if anything interesting
     happens.

   He had to be the luckiest dead man in the universe. Things had
started out rocky and insane, with death and hatred all around.
Everything that was nice had something else to ruin it all.

   He had been punished, over and over again.

   Seemed like he finally had a chance to relax. He brushed her head
gently, tempted to feel the horns on her head that were a symbol of
their relationship. But, considering how embarrassed she was if he
looked at them, he doubted that she would like that one. And he didn’t
need to give her another excuse to hit him.



                                 — — —


   Jasmine left the carriage first, assisted by her footman. The
Commander followed, shocking the feeling back into his feet after he
dropped, he turned to help NeXT and she knocked away his hand with an
insulted glare.

   “Welcome, Lady Jasmine, First Daughter of the House of the Moon.” A
man in golden livery said stiffly before giving an elaborate bow
involving footwork and arm waving.

   Jasmine didn’t return it, or even a nod. She looked towards the city,
seemingly ignoring the man. “We are tired, we would like to rest a
moment.”

   “Of course, your magnificence.” The man said, “I will escort you
immediately. Do we need to arrange anything for your... Porters?”

   Jasmine turned to him in confusion, “We brought no porters.”

   The man, with mild embarrassment, indicated the devil and the
Commander, who was busy checking out the towering wall surrounding the
entire city. It seemed to have been built with dragon attacks in mind,
at least to his untrained eye.

   “Ah. These are our saviours. We were attacked on the road, not an
hour from this gate.” The woman ended on an angry and sour note, “We are
most displeased.”

   The man seemed to shrivel up, his permanent smile more of a thin
veneer over shame and terror. Her magnificence was obviously influential
here. He might just have made the right choice in following her.

   “I will see to their compensation, and raise the question with the
Captain of the Guard, as soon as I have you settled.”

   She tsk’d loudly and waved a hand, “No paltry sum for our saviours.
They did not even ask for a reward. We will see to them, personally.
Have them join us in the court in one hour.”

   The Commander gave a respectful nod, “As you wish, your ladyship.”

   A nearby guard reached for his weapon. Apparently that wasn’t quite
the level of respect that they expected. Jasmine giggled behind her
hand, “Oh, oh you are entertaining, Commander. We would not recommend
trying to bring him harm. We would not be pleased... But you would be
very dead before it reached our ears.”

   She left with the... Royal escort of some kind. Most of the guards
left, but two stayed, obviously intending to teach him some kind of a
lesson. They didn’t draw their weapons, just a mild beatdown for not
showing the correct manners.

   “NeXT... Any idea what the Lady Jasmine’s... Role is, in this city?”
He asked curiously.

   She shrugged, “I guess you could say she owns it. The House of the
Moon is the current dynasty of regents set up here by the emperor. I
believe she only recently took up position as the head of said House.”

   The Commander’s face fell, “You didn’t bother to tell me I was
basically talking to a queen?”

   “No.” NeXT glared at him, “I didn’t want to give you an excuse to
flirt. Putting a princess within your grasp? That’s asking for trouble.”

   He sighed and looked at the two guards, “I think we already have
that.”

   “Just a gentle lesson.” One of them shrugged and punched.

   The Commander blocked the first blow with a raised arm, the second by
a dodge. The third would have hit him in the face if it didn’t jerk to a
complete standstill. The woman holding the gauntlet squeezed gently,
causing a horrifying shearing noise to emerge as the metal protested.

   NeXT didn’t say anything, she just pulled a piece of fruit from...
Somewhere... And took a noisy bite.

   The other guard tried to hit her. NeXT didn’t move at all. She left
the gauntlet crash into her face with a bored expression. The man held
his hand in surprise and then punched again. He didn’t move her, but he
did stumble backwards under the impact.

   She took another bite.

   The Commander laughed softly, “You were warned, lads. That you’d be
dead before she heard about this. I think NeXT is showing an incredible
amount of restraint. Don’t you?”

   “Fuckin’ devil.” The one with a trapped hand swore.

   She shoved him away and shrugged, “Call me what you like. Doesn’t
change the fact that I have the regent’s favour, and she’ll never know
your names. Toddle off. Before I get hungrier.”

   The guards retreated, but the Commander didn’t feel like the charged
atmosphere had decreased. He instead felt like he’d made an enemy of the
people who patrolled the streets, including the less safe ones.

   However, it did feel like a... “Was that a scripted event, NeXT?”

   She whistled innocently.

   He shook his head, “I hate being railroaded. So assume this meeting
in an hour is the main quest or some crap like that. Want to hit the
market? See if we can take that weight off your shoulders?”

   NeXT glared at him, “It isn’t that heavy.”

   “Not saying you’re weak.” He held up his hands, “Sheesh. You have
exactly nothing to worry about. Heck, you even fell asleep in my lap in
front of the regent.”

   NeXT smiled innocently and started walking, “I don’t sleep.”

   He shook his head and followed after her. The general throng of the
city made him feel claustrophobic after the countryside. The towering
walls visible from every direction didn’t help much with that.

   He was certain if he actually had gold it would have been stolen, by
the number of hands he felt gently brush his hip. However, looking in
front of him, the crowd seemed to part around NeXT, almost
subconsciously. Insulted to have to touch a devil. Maybe even the racism
had a silver lining, albeit a crap one.

   A guard stepped in their path, and pointed at him, “This your devil?”

   The Commander blinked, “This is NeXT.”

   “You’re supposed to have it on a leash inside the city.” The man
sneered, “Know the law, don’t get your legs broken.”

   “I’m not a slave.” NeXT said derisively, “So why don’t you check the
attitude?”

   The man didn’t even acknowledge her, “Got a leash for it, foreigner?”

   “She’s free.” The Commander said quietly, angrily. “Which also means
she’s free to kill you. I’m sure there aren’t that many people who would
mind. She hasn’t broken any of your laws. Yet. Stop giving her an
excuse.”

   “A free devil.” The guard burst out laughing, and others overhearing
the conversation followed along.

   The Commander spotted a nervous girl crouched nearby, her throat
clasped in a silver collar. He couldn’t see the familiar gravel or horns
on her head, but he had a feeling. The chain lead to a shopkeep selling
what had to be the worst-looking scones he had ever seen.

   “Do you mind if I ask your devil a question?”

   The shopkeep stared in confusion, and then nodded slowly, “I...
Guess.”

   He crouched in front of the girl, smiling warmly. “Tell us... You can
smell NeXT, can’t you?”

   The girl sniffed the air cautiously, and nodded.

   The guard spread his hands, “What is this?”

   “Does NeXT smell like a devil?”

   The girl shook her head quickly, and continued shaking it. The guard
stared and sneered at his girlfriend, “If you’re not a devil, what are
you?”

   “That’s... Actually a tough question.” NeXT shrugged, “I am what I
need to be. I am part devil, but so’s the Commander, and you didn’t
treat him like trash. Part dwarf too. Got a problem with dwarves? Some
elf. Some witch. I wonder, what kind of hex fits you? Can’t make you any
uglier than your soul already is.”

   The guard rolled his eyes, “You two, come with me. About time you
learned this is a city of law, not snarky replies.”

   The Commander caught the man’s wrist and leaned in, and whispered
into his ear. “Progenitor.”

   The guard took a deep breath and turned slowly to him, “I don’t
believe in fairytales.”

   “Sure.” The Commander shrugged, “But believing in her or not isn’t
going to change that she’s standing in front of you. I think... To
preserve the peace... And make sure no one panics... You should let us
be on our way.”

   The guard glared, “What kind of idiot do you take me for?”

   His eyes flicked to the sky, “The kind that might make me late for my
appointment at the court. What’s it been, NeXT? Half an hour?”

   “Twenty minutes.” She replied scornfully.

   The guard crossed his arms, “A couple of strangers. New to the city.
Invited to the court. One, a foreign Commander. I find that...
Doubtful.”

   “THE COMMANDER.” NeXT snapped, “And you are unworthy of speaking his
name. He has fought things worse than gods. You are a piece of trash
waiting to be deleted. Don’t overstep your bounds.”

   He groaned and rubbed his eyes, “NeXT. Can you... Not pick a fight?”

   She giggled.

   The guard grabbed his forearm, and he felt the irons close around his
wrist with a bite of pulled skin. The Commander surrendered quietly,
letting the man place the other on him and drag him off towards the
military yards. NeXT followed, but the guard who tried to chain her ate
dirt.



                                 — — —


   “What is this?” A familiar voice snarled from a hallway, “We had an
appointment, and we hear you have imprisoned our saviours?”

   The guard blubbered, “Your magnificence. Apologies. Many. I did not
know. They flaunted the breaking of our laws. Perhaps your friends -”

   “What law is this?” Jasmine snapped angrily.

   The guard took a deep and nervous breath, “The devil was not
contained, by shackle or cage. That is our law.”

   “NeXT is not some beast. She is a free woman. As free as we are.”
Jasmine spoke haughtily, “You will release them. Immediately.”

   The woman in question hung upside down from the rafters, waving her
outstretched arms, “It feels tingly!”

   The Commander smiled up at her, “Fun’s over. Pretty sure we’re about
to get scolded.”

   NeXT flipped backwards onto the ground, before swaying for a moment,
“Whoa. Head rush.”

   The guard appeared with a jangle of keys, and crossed to their cell
and opened it quickly. He didn’t say anything, but he did give one of
the ridiculous bows that he had already witnessed.

   He shrugged his shoulders and stood up out of the half-rotten hay and
walked out. He looked towards the door where he had heard the regent,
“Where’s my stuff?”

   “This way, sir.” The guard replied nervously.

   He was taken into the room, where his gear was spread out on the
table. From the looks of it, people had been gambling to take their
piece of it. He belted the sword onto his hip, and pulled the leather
jacket on. He grunted as NeXT grabbed the cords at the side and ripped
at them to pull them tight.

   She smiled and picked up her swords, and proceeded to count them, and
then glare. “One’s missing.”

   The guard drew his own sword and handed it to her without a question.
She smiled and clipped it into the group and then hung it over her
shoulder. She turned, and smirked back at him, “Coming?”

   The Commander shook his head and nodded to the woman standing in
front of a fireplace. He stepped over, “Apologies for my tardiness,
your... Grace?”

   She laughed softly, “We are pleased to find you in good spirits,
Commander. We must confess we were anxious that you might have come to
some harm. Things are not altogether as we would wish.”

   “NeXT would probably knock down a wall if things got that bad.” He
shrugged, “But I shouldn’t keep you from your duties.”

   “Follow.” The woman commanded and breezed out of the room in her
ridiculously poofy dress.

   NeXT glared at him, “Next time, I’m leaving you on your own.”

   “I was not flirting!” He complained.

   The two idly followed the lines of people bowing, drifting in the
wake of someone who everyone seemed to know. It wasn’t just a cultural
thing, the bowing. It seemed like the people had a genuine love and
respect for their regent. Not that it was entirely surprising, she did
seem a kind person.

   But leaders are easy to hate, especially in hard times. The guard was
corrupt. There were bandits everywhere on the roads. Dragons in the
skies. The existence of cities like this predicted harsher conditions in
the countryside, where most food would have to be grown.

   They entered a building from a side door, atop a low wall lined with
guards. The room itself... Was an obvious royal court. There was an
elevated throne, lined with purple silk, and below it, several regal
chairs with advisers sitting in them.

   He took his position on a red carpet rolled out like a tongue from
the throne. Jasmine waited until NeXT had joined him before sitting
slowly. Two attendants appearing from the shadows to help her down,
before attempting to become invisible again.

   He gave a stiff bow, or tried to.

   One of the advisers tsk’d loudly. A cough from the regent cut off
whatever complaint he was about to make. “Do you know why we requested
your presence here, Commander?”

   He shrugged, “Not particularly, your... Honour?”

   “Now is not the time for jokes. That comes later.” Jasmine said
fiercely, “You may address us as your magnificence, or Lady Jasmine,
First Daughter of the House of the Moon.”

   He gave a polite nod, “Your magnificence.”

   “We requested your presence because without you, there would not be
one to sit upon this throne. There would be several, all with knifes
between their teeth. You have done a great service of us, and thus all
of Alamene owes you a debt of gratitude. We pay our debts.” Jasmine
spoke firmly.

   “I’m honoured.” He tried to remain polite, without a damn clue how he
was supposed to behave in the royal court. From the faces of the
advisers, that wasn’t the answer that they had wanted.

   “You must have come here for a reason. Tell us, what did you come to
acquire? Riches? Peace?” The voice was firm, and tolerated no
hesitation.

   “I wanted to open a bakery one day.” He shrugged, “Not sure if it
would be here, but this was the first stop on the path. Have to still
rebuild the wealth I’d need. I did not leave Salt... Peacefully.”

   “We have heard. Salt is dead.” Jasmine stated, “A mysterious fog, and
an usually strong werewolf, as we understand it. The entire city is
gone.”

   He winced, “No survivors.”

   “Nor the beast itself.” Jasmine tried to reassure him, her mask
slipping for a moment. But only a moment. “We have also investigated the
two of our saviours, I am afraid. Privacy was deemed lesser to security.
Our sorceresses tell us that you are as you appear, Commander. A man of
honour, but just a man. Perhaps one of experience. Yet, this woman, is
not.”

   NeXT shrugged, showing no respect to the court, “Did you expect me to
tell you outright?”

   “We would not.” Jasmine smiled nervously, “And yet it is, that we
know. You are one of the -”

   “Don’t care.” NeXT popped her cheeks, “Move it along. We’re broke, so
I’d like to try and sell something before the market closes. This time
without a jerkass getting in my way.”

   One of the advisers went to stand, and Jasmine snapped, “You will
sit, Lord Albury. Or we will watch with some glee as your head takes
leave of your body.”

   The man sat down again in embarrassment.

   Jasmine took a deep breath, “Would you be willing to tell us how this
fascinating partnership came to be?”

   NeXT looked at him and then punched his shoulder, “I like ’im. That’s
about the up and down of it. Helped him out of Salt. Teased him
mercilessly. He hasn’t had the balls to do anything about it yet.”

   He felt his cheeks redden, and the regent spoke slowly, “Then it is a
tale of love. Ah, of course it must be. This is Alamene. A land where
the fairytales are spun. Forgive us the incursion into your matters. We
wished to assess you.”

   “An interview.” The Commander realised, “Are you offering us a
position in the city, your magnificence?”

   “We are.” She nodded, “You have no doubt ascertained for yourself the
rampant corruption of our guard. The people turn to banditry to feed
their families, to death and violence to survive the famine.”

   “Not sure I can help.” He shook his head, “To most, I’m just a
foreigner. Even less likely to listen if NeXT is with me.”

   “We would be your authority.” Jasmine stated, “We do not wish you to
save us all. That is too great a burden for any. Yet, we would reward
you if you were of service to us. Be our hand in this, our personal
envoy to the corrupt of this city, and we will grant you the land and
building suitable as a bakery.”

   An inquisitor, then. He would be placed in the crosshairs of everyone
whose pocket was about to become lighter. Not just guards. Everyone from
a shopkeep issuing bribes to any of the advisers in front of him now
that might be on the take. Anyone who preferred the status quo.

   Yet, he obviously still had a choice in this. The game wasn’t
railroaded him. If he decided to turn it down, it would open another
path up for him. Infinitely adaptable. Even System hadn’t been able to
overcome that.

   He sighed heavily, “I don’t know how well I can fulfil the duty, but
I could be useful to you as a blunt instrument.”

   “It is settled.” Jasmine said happily, clasping her hands together,
“Lord Humphrey, the edict.”

   The man stepped forward, holding out a golden scroll.

   The Commander took it hesitantly.

   “This is our personal symbol of your truth and justice.” Jasmine
stated, “You are as us, and may do anything you believe to be absolutely
necessary. Until your duties are discharged, we have arranged quarters
for you here, with us.”

   “No.” He shook his head, “If I am to be your hand in this... Then I
need to be a silent one, your magnificence. I know I’m going to regret
this... But we need to make a show of my short jail term being something
real. So that the people accept me as nothing but a common vagrant.”

   Jasmine looked at him in confusion, “You wish... For stealth? We had
not considered this. Speak quickly.”

   “If the guards know there’s an inquisitor watching, they’ll burn what
evidence they can, and hide the rest. They’ll clean up their act, but
only for a time. The rats will just retreat into their burrows.” He
shrugged, “Corruption is difficult to root out, because it has to be
removed at the roots first.”

   “It is... Agreed.” She said hesitantly, “We do not like it. But it
must be done. You will be returned to your cell, and publicly flogged.
However, we would not have you treated as a commoner. Not whilst you
carry our authority. This is the greatest punishment for a visiting
dignitary. We will give you a title to wear, for a time. Lord Albany.”

   The adviser stood up, and appeared thoughtful, “Something that would
not preclude our dear Commander clashing with the common rabble. A
military title, perhaps, or a low house, or a Ridder.”

   The man sat again.

   Jasmine nodded, “We name you Ridderschap Johann of the House Gentry.
The Baron Martin of the House Gentry will be informed to treat you as a
long lost cousin. He will act as your superior, but only as far as
etiquette demands.”

   NeXT made a face as if she were biting her tongue very hard to avoid
from blurting something impertinent out. She was really struggling,
fidgeting with one of her feet and clenching and unclenching her hands.
Probably best if he didn’t poke that hornet’s nest.

   He gave a small bow. He didn’t know what to say. He didn’t know what
a Ridderschap was, and he didn’t really like the name that came with it,
but he supposed he’d just have to make do. It wasn’t really an honour or
anything like that to him. He’d have been happier without a title, if he
really was going to be an inquisitor.

   Jasmine nodded, “This concludes our business. Come to us with
progress, soon, Ridder de Johann.”

   “COMMANDER.” NeXT squeaked, unable to suppress herself anymore.
Jasmine looked over as if she’d already forgotten they were in the room,
“Our pardons. Was there something further we needed to discuss, Lady
NeXT?”

   “He’s the bloody COMMANDER. Not Johann.” She glared stubbornly,
bottom lip quivering.

   The regent frowned, “We acknowledge this, but it would not be
accepted by the -”

   “My. COMMANDER.” NeXT interrupted.

   He suddenly realised why she was making such a big deal of it. “I’ve
had another name, once. We might use that instead.”

   Jasmine frowned, “What name is this?”

   “Tereksor.”

   The regent shook her head, “Impossible. A demon name. We will not
embarass ourselves in that manner.”

   He looked at NeXT on the verge of tears and shrugged, “Ah well. It
was worth a shot.”

   He handed the scroll back to the lord, surprising the entire row of
advisers. He gave another awkward bow, and turned to leave. NeXT
followed him, but didn’t walk beside him. Behind, head hung.

   “Stop him!” Jasmine snapped.

   He paused and turned, “Your magnificence? Is there anything further
to discuss?”

   “You accepted this role. You will perform it to the best of your
abilities. Or it will be more than a flogging -”

   She didn’t finish as NeXT’s hand closed around her throat and lifted
her free of the throne. The Progenitor glared at her, “He’s made his
decision. Respect it. Or I will unmake you. I will separate your skin
from your flesh. I will pluck the fibres of your muscles apart one by
one, and I will eat your heart. Only when I am satisfied, will you be
allowed to die.”

   A spear bounced off her back. NeXT didn’t even acknowledge it, whilst
the Commander looked at the confused bodyguard in amusement. He tried a
couple more stabs in other places, as if thinking she might somehow be
hiding armour beneath her dress.

   “Put her down.” He shrugged, “She doesn’t seem stupid enough to make
you any angrier.”

   NeXT dropped the woman unceremoniously, who bounced off the edge of
her chair and fell onto her hands and knees as the Progenitor stalked
back to him, but still not to his side. Protecting him, then.

   “Threaten my COMMANDER again. I beg you, Lady Jasmine, First Daughter
of the House of the Moon.” NeXT said bitterly, “I want you to. So much.
Give me an excuse to tear down your House. To make the emperor come to
this tiny little duchy to discover what the hell went wrong. Maybe I’ll
even keep you alive long enough that he could punish you. A little.”

   Jasmine rubbed her throat and spoke hoarsely, “They may leave.”

   He turned and walked to the door. This time he didn’t bow or
acknowledge even a semblance of protocol. NeXT might have been
overreacting, but he didn’t appreciate the way the woman had thought she
owned him. Expected him to serve her just because he’d managed to cross
her path.

   He stopped on the dirt outside, “NeXT, you ever going to walk beside
me?”

   “No.” She said stubbornly.

   He sighed and turned, grabbing her arm and looping it into his and
started to walk again. He glanced at the sun, “Suppose the market will
be closed out. Which means we’ll need to find a friendly stable or
bridge.”

   “Sorry.” She let out a long breath, “I just...”

   “She was rude.” He agreed, “Ruder than I expected. That was all a
bit... Forced, wasn’t it?”

   NeXT looked up at him, eyes wide with hope, “I didn’t screw up
everything? She was offering you what you wanted. A bakery.”

   “Technically speaking, if we decided to walk in and take one, would
anyone be able to take it back from my sleepless girlfriend?” He asked
curiously.

   NeXT shrugged, “No... But I would get in so much trouble from the
OVERSEER. And he might make me hand it back. Or find a threat that was
creative enough to make me to want to hand it back.”

   “Just a thought.” He shrugged and hugged her arm, “You did the right
thing. I mean, half of them still thought you were a devil, and then she
goes and names me? Sheesh. Talk about culturally insensitive.”

   NeXT rolled her eyes, “Like you knew when you did it.”

   “Yeah... System did wait until afterwards to tell me.” He laughed
softly, “Didn’t change my mind though.”

   “I’m not Vee.”

   “No, no you’re not.” He agreed, “You’re not Rose either. Or April.
But... Well, as you’ve been so forthright with your emotions, it
wouldn’t be right for me to hide it. My first goal for our eventual
funds, after getting a bed for a night, is to take you on a proper date.
Whatever that is, in this world. Big city. Has to be some decent
entertainment. What would you enjoy?”

   NeXT blushed and looked at the ground, “Idiot.”

   “I’m serious.” He laughed, “What would the great NeXT enjoy? I
suppose mages have something like movies, but that sounds pretty tame
and boring. Not quite your style. A romantic dinner, probably... But not
a restaurant. Dinner under the stars? Maybe sitting atop one of the
watchtowers. That seems appropriately dangerous.”

   She hugged his arm gently, “That... Does sound kind of nice. I
like... Sport. We could watch a pugilist match or a basketball game.
Something along those lines.”

   “Pugilist?”

   NeXT smiled sheepishly, “Pugilism is... Boxing... But without the
gloves.”

   He laughed softly and hugged her again, “Yeah. Sounds just like you.
Think we could find one in the city?”

   “Hell yeah.” NeXT chuckled, “Nothing better for gambling than two
people punching each other’s lights out. If it isn’t happening
officially, it is definitely happening with someone paid to look the
other way.”

   He frowned.

   She glared at him, “Are you really thinking about helping her, after
all that crap?”

   “No.” He shook his head, “I’m thinking that... The game adapts. It
doesn’t necessarily let you go your own way. That’s been my experience
so far, at least.”

   “The bitch.” NeXT shrugged, “She was manipulating things. If you want
to leave, the game won’t stop you. Not with me here to remind everyone
that you’re my COMMANDER.”

   That felt a little too close to something that System might have
said. She barely stopped short of calling him her precious. He tried to
ignore the sinking feeling in his stomach, and started looking at the
taverns, “Lots of ’No Vagrants’ signs.”

   “Tired?” NeXT asked, eyes examining his face.

   He gave a small nod.

   She shrugged, “There’s a couple stables near the gates that might
take us. Or we could just break another crime. Those cells weren’t so
bad.”

   “More comfortable than our first night.” He grinned, “At least there
wasn’t any wind.”

   NeXT leaned into him, “I wonder how many of the people here break the
rules, just so that they can get a half-decent bed for the night.”

   “Half-decent bed with rats in it.” He shook his head, trying to
consider how low her standards for a bed were that it was half-decent.

   “Free meal.” NeXT shrugged.

   He shook his head, “You’re always hungry aren’t you?”

   She blew a raspberry at him, avoiding the question. From what he
could tell, she was able to devour men whole. Probably meant she had an
appetite like a dragon. If they got a bakery, then he might have to
watch that she didn’t eat them out of house and home.

   “This way.” NeXT redirected him down an alleyway. He stumbled as she
did, not expecting it, and then saw the waiting guards.

   “You were just hungry, weren’t you?”

   His girlfriend glared at him from where she was holding a man against
a wall, his armour peeled open at the front. “Your fault for bringing it
up.”

   He shrugged and drew his sword to parry a blow. “Stop playing with
your food.”

   “’Kay.” NeXT said tiredly, and the guards were gone from sight. All
that was left were a pair of boots, or at least, two left boots.

   Her face was relatively clean, still dripping with water, as she
skipped over to him and latched onto his arm again. He continued through
the alley with trepidation, “So... Cannibal?”

   “Ew! Gross!” She shouted in disgust, “No. I do not eat others of my
kind. That’s just... Messed up.”

   “You eat people.” He pointed out.

   She shrugged, “Only assholes.”

   “So... I take it you prefer rump then?” He leaned into her joke.

   She rolled her eyes, “Fine. Look... They might be people. With
stories and families. The assholes always have families. Can’t go and
breed themselves out of existence. But I’m... More. They’re just ants.
They should be ants to you, too.”

   “Because this world is... Mine?”

   She nodded, “They may as well not exist when you’re not around. Their
only purpose is to give you an environment to enjoy the game within. To
present lore and the occasional challenge. But if you don’t miss them...
May as well not exist.”

   “That’s... Disturbing.” He admitted.

   NeXT sighed and stopped, leaning up against a wall, “What is it that
you see when you look at me, COMMANDER?”

   He looked her up and down, “Uh... Goddamn sexy?”

   She burst out laughing, face going red with embarrassment. She shook
her head, “Oh, you always say the wrong things in just the right way.
I’m... A creator, COMMANDER. I can make new people. Just as lifelike as
any of the ones you’ve met. I can also destroy them. I could clone the
guards I just ate. Send them home. No one would ever know the
difference. Is that ethical? Or gross?”

   “I...” He hesitated, “Have never thought about that particular
question ever before.”

   “I could unwind time. Repeat the events. Eat them a hundred times,
and let them go on the hundred and first. Is that ethical? Nothing ever
happened.” She shrugged.

   “Your choices sound complicated. More than mine.” He smiled at her.

   She gave a firm nod, “Exactly. Now, I know what will have
wide-reaching effects, and what won’t. I try and keep my choices small.
Not because I have to, but because it is the way of my people. The
OVERSEER can’t control me. Only encourage. Just like I can’t control
him.”

   “An entire race of gods.” The Commander chuckled, “I can see how that
only works if everyone is willing to follow a set of conventions.”

   “Not gods.” NeXT shook her head with mirth, “I can make gods. That’s
actually... Pretty easy. Take a handful of rabid belief, and a fistful
of denial, and you’ve got the birth of a new freak. But, pretty much.
That’s how my people work. We try and avoid hurting the important ones.
But who is important... Is not who humans see as important.”

   He nodded, “I can see that. You know which beggar might inspire a
hero. Give that last tidbit they need, or the first. See the overarching
storylines most of them don’t even know exist.”

   “Exactly.” She smiled and leaned off the world, “By the way, when a
girl leans on a wall and stairs at you, you’re supposed to do something
about it. Oh, well, opportunity missed. Again. You ever going to set a
flag?”

   He stared at her walking off and refused the temptation to scream at
the sky in frustration.

   The Commander caught up to her, and she took his hand in hers. Less
attached than she was before, but still happy to be just with him. They
walked in silence, beneath the starlight, to the tavern attached to the
stables.

   It was rundown, and the owner seemed to take pride in how dirty it
was. Layers of dust suggesting decades of well-avoided cleaning. Mud and
blood caking the floors in slippery layers.

   The man looked them up and down, and sneered, showing off the scar
that had split his lip, “Bugger off.”

   “Oh come on, I’m not ugly enough to disturb the horses.” The
Commander shrugged, “What’s the worst thing that could happen?”

   “She’s a devil.” The man nodded, “I don’t deal with them folk.”

   The Commander looked around the room and counted no less than six
devils lounging and eating. Albeit ones with chains around their necks.
Often accompanied by bruises to their faces. “Really.”

   “Put her on a leash, I maybe think about it.”

   The Commander rolled her eyes, “Like I could afford that kind of play
with her.”

   The man stopped shuffling a dirty rag inside a dirtier glass, and
frowned, looking her up and down again. “Who are you renting her from?”

   “She’s particular.” The Commander shrugged, “Took some convincing on
my part. Not as simple as just gold.”

   “Ah, what the hell.” The man shrugged, “One of the stalls is empty.
Have at it, kid.”

   “Thanks.” He said, pretending excitement, and grabbed NeXT’s wrist
and ushered her out before she could ruin it. And then he wished she
would ruin it.

   The Progenitor was dead silent as he took her into the stable. Silent
still as he tried to make the hay look more comfortable. He flopped down
on onside, making it clear she had her own space.

   She glared at him, seething.

   He shrugged, “Okay, it was stupid. But... It worked.”

   “A. Whore.” NeXT cracked her neck loudly, “You made out... I was... A
whore. Wow. And to think I almost let you kiss me earlier. If you’re
wise, you’ll keep your nuts protected tonight.”

   His legs snapped shut, “I’m sorry. Really. What would you have said?”

   “I would have broken his skull open on the bartop.” She shrugged and
sat down reluctantly, “That’s why I let you try and handle it. I don’t
have a tolerance for these people. Which is also your fault. You like
angry women. Apparently.”

   “Fiery.” He said sheepishly.

   She dumped a handful of hay over his head.

   He sighed and leaned into the makeshift bed, “Sorry. Again. And I’ll
say it again in the morning. Until you forgive me.”

   “Good luck.” She replied, and stretched, “What lullaby should I sing
to put you to sleep? Have you heard about the one with the boy stretched
on the rack?”

   “So you are doing it on purpose.” He smiled and shook his head,
“Market, first thing?”

   NeXT shrugged. She wasn’t interested in talking to him.



                                 — — —


   “I am not a whore!”

   He shook his head and blinked blearily. Sun wasn’t up yet. Fog was
rolling nearby, and the creep who owned the bar was apparently a full on
creep who was leaning over NeXT and trying to get him to kiss her.

   He stood up and hauled the man off her, “That’s enough of that.”

   A fist shot around and into his gut. He fell onto his knees, winded
by the surprise attack. He watched pathetically as the man tried to pin
her to the ground. Why wasn’t NeXT doing anything, was this jerk really
that important in the grand scheme of things?

   “Kill... Him.” He ordered. The first time he had ordered her to do
anything at all. The first time had demanded violence from a woman
terrified that she would overdo it.

   The man disappeared into a red mist, and a thunderclap came just a
moment later that left his ears ringing. He shook his head and tapped
his ears painfully.

   NeXT didn’t stand up, or even sit up. She lay in the straw, staring
at the ceiling in shock and breathing hard. He had to imagine the fear
of being put in that position, even if you could escape it. The simple
truth was someone had acted inhuman, and tried to take something from
you by force.

   Something that couldn’t even be given without serious thought and
implications.

   It was his fault for using the story that he had. There was no way
for him to make this up to her. None. Not within this lifetime, nor the
next. Not everything that breaks can be fixed. Not everything deserves
to be.

   “I... Just broke a rule.” NeXT breathed out slowly, “Oh, shitballs.
Motherfucking fried cock in a bun. I broke a rule.”

   INDICATE: THIS INCIDENT WILL BE REPORTED.

   The Commander stared at her, “That... That’s your concern? He was
going to rape you.”

   She shrugged, “I know... But... I broke a rule.”

   WARNING: THIS INCIDENT HAS BEEN REPORTED.

   He scratched the back of his head, “Uhm... Just... Try and not freak
out... But uh... I think I just...”

   “The bitch.” NeXT said, but there was barely any anger in her voice.
She was still terrified about breaking the rule. Did this mean she was
going to be taken away from him? The Overseer would be the one he’d
expect to handle this.

   ... But... System.
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7 Broken
********

     « Lisa » With this character's death,
     a thread of prophecy has been severed.
     A penance will be exacted.

   The Commander looked around in confusion at the new voice, which
didn’t seem to have an exact location it was coming from. It wasn’t like
System or NeXT who spoke into his head. It sounded more like the sky
itself was speaking to them. At them.

   NeXT launched upright, “Oh.... Fuck fuck fuck
fuckfuckfuckfckfckcfcfkcfk...”

   “Uhm... Overseer?”

   She nodded her head slowly, eyes wide in terror, “Um. Don’t freakout.
Don’t say... Anything. Even if she talks to you. Just back away slowly.”

   “No sudden movements? Her vision is based on movement?” He tried to
joke.

   NeXT didn’t seem to hear him. She was more spaced out than he’d
seen... Any of them. Even Taylor absorbed in a book. She seemed like
she’d been shocked right into the gap between dead and alive.

   He fell backwards into the hay as a bolt of lightning exploded into
the ground with a blinding flash and a rolling cacophony of sound as it
echoed throughout the buildings.

   He stared in surprise at the woman standing there and felt an innate
need to run for the hills. She was a perfectly dressed business woman.
He had flashbacks to every uptight boss who knew just how to eviscerate
the people working under them. Her heels clicked as she walked, and he
couldn’t help but compare it to a horseman of the apocalypse.

     « Lisa » The accused will stand.
     The accused will make their defence.
     Then they will be judged.
     There will be no appeal.

   NeXT stood up shakily, and took a deep breath. “I... I... Oh, shit. I
broke a rule.”

   He held up a hand, “I told her to. The guy was going to -”

   NeXT shot him a panicked glare.

   The business woman approached him slowly, her heels clicking and
looked down at him as if confused that he knew how to speak.

     « Lisa » The creature bears witness.
     Explain, UID 0002, ‘NeXT’.

   NeXT looked like she was about to burst into tears, “There were
complications involving SYSTEM. She attempted to... Continually reset
him. So that she could control him. Own him.”

     « Lisa » UID 0002
     has violated the agreement.

     You defied the judgement of SYSTEM in this matter,
     and extracted UID 1000
     before he was placed into
     your custody.

     The judgement is permanent termination.
     KILL 9.

   “Oi!” The Commander yelled, freaking NeXT out, “Don’t you fucking
touch her. She’s mine. I’m not dealing with anyone else. System was
bloody torture. NeXT was there for me. She did the right thing.”

     « Lisa » The creature speaks to UID 0000.
     Explain, UID 0002, ‘NeXT’.

   He acted before NeXT could speak up or stop him. He grabbed the woman
by her lapels and just about spat in her face as he spoke. “I am talking
to you. Me. Not NeXT. You are going to deal with me.”

   The blank face twitched, but made no other reaction. No attempt to
speak with him, or push him away. Considering the Overseer was a
Progenitor it wasn’t entirely unpredictable, and there wasn’t anything
much he could do to stop them.

   NeXT stepped up and slowly attempted to peel his hands free from her
boss. He tightened his grip. She ignored his human strength with her far
more than human strength, nearly breaking his hands in the process. She
made him take a step back and looked him in the eye. There was no fire
in those red eyes of hers. “I told you to say nothing. I meant it.
Please. Just stop.”

   “So, System just wins? She gets to torture me forever, now?”

   NeXT shrugged, “That’s not up to you or me.”

     « Lisa » UID 0002
     will cease conversing with the process.
     KILL 2.

     Judgements are final.
     The judgement is permanent termination.
     KILL 9.

   “Sorry, NeXT. I’m not going to shut up.” The Commander shook his
head, “I can’t. I keep being told this is my world. I don’t want to be
in it without her. You’re not allowed to take her. You say there is no
appeal. So this is my judgement. She belongs to me, not to you.”

   The Overseer blinked repeatedly, as if internally processing what he
had said. The woman then opened her mouth for the first time, “You take
ownership of UID ‘0002’?”

   “Yes.” He shrugged, having no idea why that had managed to get
through.

     « Lisa » UID 0002
     reassigned to UID 65534.

   The ground cracked, and the Overseer was gone.

   He breathed a sigh of relief, holding his chest, “I... Thought I was
going to have a heart attack.”

   “Idiot.” NeXT breath a sigh of relief, frightened tears dripping onto
her cheeks. She turned to him and softly hit the top of his chest before
falling against him. “You’re such an idiot, COMMANDER.”

   He held her gently as she cried silently. Not bawling out her eyes,
but quietly shaking, the tears falling slowly enough to fall one at a
time. She didn’t say anything, but she was still mouthing the word
’Idiot’, over and over. He rubbed her back gently, holding her not
nearly as tight as he wanted to.

   He grunted painfully as he felt a single incisor pierce his chest.
Right through the armour he was wearing, too. He rested his chin on her
head, “Something wrong, my NeXT?”

   “You’re supposed to say it.”

   “It?” He asked in confusion.

   “Idiot.” She cried, balling her hands into her eyes as she pushed her
head harder into his chest.

   He put his arms around her back, holding her tightly. “Hey. I think
I’ve demonstrated I care. What am I doing wrong?”

   “I can’t tell you.” NeXT shook her head, “Then it wouldn’t mean
anything.”

   He sighed and held her. He didn’t think he’d ever fully work out what
she wanted. It felt like she was a mystery, despite knowing parts of her
hidden by the more dominant parts of her personality. Would he ever be
able to fall into a sort of equilibrium with her?

   She took a deep breath and stepped back from him, “Well. You got me
fired. So, how do you plan to pay for breakfast?”

   “Fired?” He asked in confusion.

   NeXT shrugged, “All permissions revoked. You took ownership, which
means I’ve been demoted to your level. In short, you got me fired.”

   “Ah, shit.” He flinched, “Did... Did I do the right thing?”

   She put her hands on her hips, “I told you to shut up, didn’t I?
Pretty sure I did. Pretty sure you didn’t.”

   His head dropped, but she lifted his chin and grinned at him
playfully, “Fired is better than dead. Thankyou.”

   He tried to kiss her, and she turned his head aside with a roll of
her eyes. She picked up her bundle of weapons and shrugged into the
weight, “Come along, lover boy. I’m hungry.”

   He shook his head and followed after her. He’d thought that was the
right opportunity. She’d been bugging him about not taking it.
Apparently he’d missed his moment, if there even had been one. Maybe his
failure to say whatever she’d wanted him to say had been the
opportunity. He didn’t know.



                                 — — —


   “Two coins each.” The smith stated, looking at the blades. NeXT went
to pick them up silently. The smith panicked and held up his hands, “We
can negotiate!”

   She stared at him, “Two coins is enough to wipe my ass. Costs you ten
to make a shitty version of one of these. Two coins is go fuck yourself
money. I don’t like being insulted.”

   “Eight.” The smith offered, “And I’ll take all of them. Better than
having to haggle with every other smith here.”

   “Ten.” NeXT replied, “Not everyone turns up with a dozen blades. Lets
you know I might come back. Every blade you buy from me is one less you
have to make. They’re not shit quality.”

   “Nine.” The man crossed his arms.

   “Ten.” She repeated firmly.

   The smith scratched his chin and shrugged, “Eight.”

   NeXT turned, “See ya, asshole.”

   The Commander went to follow after her when the man caught his wrist,
“Nine’s a good deal.”

   “You’re not dealing with me.” He shrugged him off, “No collar on
NeXT. She’s a free woman. Who will kick your ass if you treat her like a
slave.”

   “I know.” The smith laughed, “Word has got around. But nine is a good
deal. People here are starving. You should convince her.”

   “Fact you want me to convince her tells me you’re going to make
considerably more than nine coins.” The Commander replied and headed out
after the woman who was already negotiating with another smith.

   NeXT handed over her bundle and took a small sack of coins. She
grinned at him happily, and he shrugged, “So?”

   “Twelve.” She replied and looked around, “So... What should we get?
I’m pretty... Flexible. When it comes to food.”

   He shrugged, “Dunno. Tavern or a stall?”

   “Tavern.” She replied quickly, “Last night was freezing. I want
somewhere with a fireplace.”

   He looked to the skyline, “Shall we follow the smoke?”

   NeXT skipped up to him and slipped and arm through his. She was
letting him take the lead, not that he knew what they could afford.
Roughly guessing at the math, they had at least a hundred and forty
coins. Which translated to... He had no idea. He wouldn’t have a clue
how to even tell if a place was overpriced.

   He decided to hedge his bets and go for the first tavern that looked
middle of the range. Not cheap, but not a king’s ransom just to sit at
the table either. NeXT just followed him as he did.

   A waitress curtsied as they entered, “How can we help you, meow?”

   He blinked in surprise, “Te... Theresa?”

   The neko stared up at him in shock, “Commander! And... Vee?”

   “NeXT.” She replied with a smile, “But, she is a part of me. So the
cat escaped the fallout. That’s nice to see.”

   Theresa blinked in surprise, “Do you hate me?”

   “Not particularly.” NeXT shrugged.

   The Commander laughed, “She’s just jealous. So... Can we get a table
for the two of us?”

   Theresa grinned, “Right this way. Was a really cold night. So how
about a place by the fire? I’d like to ask how you got out, but I get in
trouble if I talk too long with the guests.”

   “Sure.” The Commander smiled at her, “I’ll try and find you to set up
something and we’ve settled in. We don’t exactly have a place of our own
just yet.”

   NeXT glared at him, screwing up her face.

   Theresa pulled out a chair for the woman first, and then for him. The
neko handed them menus, and then scurried out of sight. Not before he
caught sight of a small silver anklet.

   He looked at words he couldn’t read or understand, and sighed, “Guess
you’ll be choosing breakfast for the both of us.”

   NeXT smiled weakly, “You’re worried.”

   “She’s a slave.” He sighed, “Just... Guilty. Also confused as to how
she is even here. Is it another trick by System? Trying to escape where
we left her?”

   NeXT sighed and rolled her jaw, “You know, you can’t save everyone.
And you’re right. This probably is a trap. But you’re going to try
anyway.”

   “Not immediately.” He shrugged, “Breakfast first?”

   The Progenitor lowered the menu, “Pancakes, hashbrowns, bacon and
baked beans. Does that sound like enough?”

   “Yes.” He laughed at her, “How much do you eat, NeXT?”

   “Oi. That is not a question you ask a young lady.” She glared at him.

   He scratched his chin, “Ever eat a whole mammoth, NeXT?”

   She bared her teeth at him.

   The neko reappeared, “Chosen what you’d like, then?”

   NeXT rolled her eyes, “Well, you were listening. So let’s see how
well. Kitty cat.”

   “NeXT!” He exclaimed, “Do you have to pick a fight with her?”

   “I wasn’t.” She looked at him innocently.

   Theresa smiled sheepishly, and leaned in to his ear, “She smells like
she’s in heat. I wouldn’t worry about the jealousy.”

   “I heard that!” NeXT snapped.

   The neko grinned at her, “... And?”

   The waitress left, still grinning, whilst his girlfriend went bright
red and stared down at the table. He also realised it was a complete
trap to ask a single question about what Theresa had smelled.

   He looked beside them at the fire, “Well, we’re getting what you
want. Starting to get some respect from the locals. Fireplace right by
us. And a decent meal. Well, so long as the chef doesn’t hate us.”

   “What do we do next?” NeXT asked quietly, “If the duchess takes
offence, we won’t be able to stay. She might try and get rid of us.”

   “True.” He shrugged, “But I think we can handle things for now. I was
thinking that for now, we need to find a more steady sort of income.
Picking up swords from the people dumb enough to attack us is one thing,
picking a fight with some bandits is another. Noticeboards, maybe. See
what’s on offer.”

   “Or you could ask me.” NeXT shrugged, “Current positions advertised
throughout the city are... Some metalwork apprenticeships you don’t
qualify for, a couple of waiter jobs. Some bodyguard positions for
merchants. Half dozen bounties, but most of those haven’t been collected
in months which means they’re hard. A nanny. Do you think you could
watch a couple of spoiled brats?”

   “No.” He answered without hesitation.

   She laughed at him, “What? You don’t want kids?”

   “I... Had not thought about that. I mean, apart from when I had
thirty seconds to breathe after finding out Vee might be pregnant.” He
shrugged. “I really have no idea. Sorry. Feels like... Bringing a kid
into this world might be a harsher reality than the one I was used to.
Needs... A lot of thought. Not something I can consider lightly.”

   “Adorable.” NeXT grinned broadly at him, “By the way, I was teasing.
I... We... Wouldn’t be able to have kids. Biologically... We’re not
remotely compatible. Sexually, yeah, but not on the level needed to...
Have kids.”

   “Oh.” He said, sounding more disappointed than he had expected.

   NeXT smiled at him, “Aw. You liked the idea. I guess we’ll talk about
that more if we ever reach that point. No shortage of orphans in a place
like this.”

   “Well, now I’m depressed.”

   NeXT winced, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought that up.”

   “You wanted me to know.” He smiled sadly, “Which makes sense. Got to
have expectations on the table. And as disappointing as it is... It does
suggest that certain fun things that usually require caution might be on
the table later.”

   “Maybe literally.” NeXT teased, just as the neko reappeared with two
trays of food.

   Theresa spread out their plates quickly, and then held the trays to
her chest nervously, “That will be eighty gold pieces.”

   “Here.” NeXT counted out a pile quickly and pushed it to the edge of
the table, “I’d tip you as well, but I guess that’d go nowhere near
you.”

   Theresa shrugged, “Sorry, not allowed to talk about that. Thankyou
for your business.”

   She took the coins and left, and NeXT made a face suggesting that she
was thinking deeply, and not liking what she was coming up with. He
picked up a forkful of hashbrown, “Now you’re the one thinking you want
to do something.”

   Her fork flicked impossibly quickly, snagging the potato off his own.
She ate it with a small grin, and shrugged, “I’m thinking she is totally
a trap sent here by the bitch. I just can’t work out what the bitch’d
get from this. There’s no way you’d head back there, not even for a
rescue mission. And she can’t leave. Not ever. Which means she’s thought
of something that I haven’t.”

   “And you hate that idea.”

   She nodded, whilst stealing his bacon. He tried to steal hers, but
ended up with an empty fork, and rolled his eyes. He picked up some
baked beans and ate a mouthful, thinking about what she had said. It
wasn’t a pleasant idea.

   “Ah, excuse me.”

   He blinked and looked up at the soldier in full golden regalia and
shook his head, “I’m having breakfast with my girlfriend. Not in the
mood for... Whatever this is.”

   NeXT glared at the soldier, “Another request from the First Daughter
of the Moon, unless I’m wrong. And I don’t tend to be. It can wait until
after.”

   The guard made a series of faces, and then nodded and walked over to
sit at a table where he could watch them. He sat stiffly, and waved away
Theresa when she appeared to take his order.

   “Well, this’ll be fun.” He rolled his eyes, “How’s that lack of
modesty?”

   “You’re not getting any.” NeXT said, eyebrows raised.

   He shrugged, “Didn’t really think that was in the cards to begin
with. But I was hoping our date would last a bit longer than just
breakfast. But...”

   “Cash.” NeXT agreed and blew out her cheeks.

   He continued eating and sighed, “Sorry. I’m not much of a date right
now, am I?”

   “Me neither.” She shrugged, “I mean, you’re totally cute when you’re
all worried. But you’re not the only one with the weight of the world on
you. I’m a nobody now. I can’t tell you what’s important, and what
isn’t. I could end up killing someone else critical, and neither of us
would know until the OVERSEER turned up.”

   “Would she turn up for me?” He asked fearfully.

   NeXT nodded and swallowed, “Yeah, but just to resurrect them and give
you a second chance. You’re different. This place was made for you.
I’m... Artificial. A part of the design. More complex and smarter than
you, but still a piece of the design. I’d be treated like a broken cog.
Tossed away to be replaced.”

   “Fuck that.”

   She smiled at him, “You’re sweet. But... Life isn’t so precious to my
kind. I’d be killed, and then a duplicate of me, before I met you and
who didn’t have the memories of meeting you, would be created to take my
place. Officially, it’s seen as the same thing. As if we’re immortal.
Privately... It’s the stuff of nightmares. Even for the OVERSEER.”

   “I love how you have a concept of nightmares when you don’t even
sleep.” The Commander teased.

   She shrugged at him, “Helps me understand why the hell you’re kicking
me in your sleep.”

   He winced, “Oh.”

   She rolled her eyes and grinned. So apparently that was probably just
a joke. He did sometimes wish that she was a little bit more explicit
and a little less implicit. Reading between the lines was exhausting.

   “You finally got the balls to try and kiss me earlier.” NeXT started
on a new tangent, “Worked out why I stopped you, yet?”

   “I didn’t say what you want me to.” He offered cautiously.

   She looked upset, but nodded, “Yeah.”

   “And now you’re mad because I don’t know what I was supposed to say.”
He tried to prod for a hint. She nodded angrily and bit her fork, and he
heard the metal snap inside her mouth. And then screech as she chewed it
forcefully.

   “You’re eating the cutlery.”

   She glared and stuck her tongue out at him. She was seriously mad,
and he had not a damn clue what it was he’d missed saying to her. He
doubted if he managed to work it out and say it that it would make
anything better. Probably worse.

   “I don’t think we paid for it.” He smiled sheepishly, “Fix it, I
forget I saw it?”

   NeXT nodded firmly.

   He looked down at his plate and stared in confusion at the vast
emptiness. He had been sure she hadn’t stolen this much... He hadn’t
seen her make a move whilst she was chewing the fork... Had she magic’d
the food directly into her stomach?

   He looked up, and saw she’d cleaned out her plates as well, whilst he
was pretending not to see. She smiled at him with embarrassment, “Well,
I guess it’s on to work.”

   “Not yet.” He smiled at her, “Don’t I get to savour just sitting by a
fire with a beautiful woman?”

   “Nope.” She said, switching instantly to mad and stood up, “Move it,
idiot.”

   He felt an unexpected exhaustion wash over him, but forced himself
upright and walked over to the guard, who might be more of a knight,
come to think of it. The man stood up quickly, standing at attention, as
they approached.

   NeXT crossed her arms, “Spit it out.”

   “As you wish, oh blessed one.” The man gave a formal bow, one hand
across his chest. More formal, less showy, than the ones that they had
been giving to Jasmine. Did NeXT say the woman was a duchess earlier?
That fit with regent. “It is the request of the great, the beautiful,
the wise drop of radiant divinity, her -”

   “Oh, shut up.” NeXT rolled her eyes, “I hate ceremony. Really. Life
is too short to say shit without actually ever taking one. Say it plain,
or start cutting bits off. Starting with your masculinity.”

   The Commander winced. He had put her in a really bad mood.

   The guard or knight of whatever gave another bow, “Apologies, oh
blessed one. I was instructed to relay these words, by word, to the one
known as the Commander.”

   NeXT’s jaw dropped, before she turned to him glaring, “Excuse me?”

   The Commander held up his hands, “Hey! I had nothing to do with this.
Why are you blaming me?”

   “Womaniser!” She shouted and slapped him.

   He hit the floor instantly, and let out a slow groan as the ache
spread throughout his body. His neck definitely had whiplash, and his
face felt like it was beginning to swell, both from where the hand
struck him, and the floor that hit the other side.

   “NeXT...” He groaned, “She’s obviously sucking up.”

   He hauled himself upright painfully and poked gently at his face.
“So, just so I’ve got this right... Lady Jasmine wants to see me, alone,
doesn’t she?”

   The knight nodded hesitantly, “That is the content of the message,
but I was ordered to -”

   “Request denied.” The Commander shrugged, “I wouldn’t do that to
NeXT.”

   The knight was dumbfounded that anyone would reject a request of his
regent. His mouth opened and shut uselessly as his brain refused to
process the concept. All that the two of them got was a blank-eyed
stare.

   NeXT didn’t seem all that impressed. She was still angry at him.

   He wished he knew what he had done wrong.

   She shrugged, “May as well go, Commander. She’ll just keep sucking up
to you.”

   “Not without you.”

   She pretended not to care, giving a quiet shrug, “It’s fine.”

   This, he’d learned throughout his life, was a trap. If he agreed with
her and did it, then she would be mad at him for going, and he would
have to deal with a quiet sort of rage. If he insisted, then she would
explode into a wrathful fireball of spitting words.

   “That’s not fair, NeXT.” He complained.

   She shrugged, “... And?”

   “How long are you going to remain pissed at me?” He asked hopeful of
an answer.

   She screwed up one side of her nose, “How long do you plan on asking
stupid questions? Go see the duchess. Don’t kiss her. I’ll only lightly
stab you.”

   “I know I’m asking a lot... But is there... A future... Where I don’t
get stabbed?”

   “Lightly stabbed. Or gutted and strangled with your intestines. Your
decision.” She snarled.

   The Commander looked at her with concern, “NeXT... I don’t know how
else to point this out to you... You’re sounding like System.”

   The woman went white, a very pale white, and swayed for a moment. She
raised her hands to her mouth slowly, and then let out a retching noise
as she vomited. She stared at the liquid dribbling through her hands in
horror and confusion.

   NeXT looked up at him with watery eyes, “I... Sounded abusive. Didn’t
I?”

   “Yeah.” He winced, “I’m sorry.”

   “My fucking fault!” She yelled, and then squeezed her eyes shut for a
moment, “Should not have done that. Should not have done that. I’m...
Sorry. I’m going to go crawl into a hole somewhere and rock for a while.
I’ll see you when you get back.”

   “I want you with me.” He shrugged, “You, me, a power-tripping regent.
What could possibly go wrong?”

   “I don’t want to be around you right now.” NeXT shook her head, “I
need... Some space. To get my head screwed on right. Because I am not
okay, and you shouldn’t be, either.”

   “One condition.”

   She smiled weakly, “What? Before I pass out.”

   “You don’t leave me.” He smiled at her honestly, “We tried that once.
I was the jerk. We both hated it.”

   NeXT nodded, “Yeah. Don’t worry. I’ll come find you. If you don’t
find me first. I’m not going too far.”

   He smiled and stepped awkwardly around the mess and kissed her
forehead, “Don’t forget me, now.”

   He headed off with the knight, and just as he was walking out the
door he realised it was the first time he had kissed her. He probably
could not have picked a shittier time or place to do it. But he was
still glad that he had.

   “Oi! COMMANDER!”

   He turned back to see the woman leaning on the doorway, “I love you.”

   The pieces finally fell together in his thick head. He smiled and
waved at her, “If you leave, you’ll never hear me say it.”

   “Asshole!” She yelled in surprise, with a small and weak grin.

   He turned back to the path the knight was leading him on. A path that
would lead to the equivalent of a monarch in the realm. One dedicated to
her role in utter superiority over them all. One who was helpless in the
face of the multiple crises hitting her region.



                                 — — —


   The duchess was standing on a large and elaborate balcony,
overlooking the city. There were table and chairs nearby, with a half
dozen wine goblets, most partially drunk. There had been a meeting of
state here, or at least politicians.

   Yet, now she was alone. Or as alone as you get when surrounded with
guards puffing out their chest, heads full of nonsense like honour and
loyalty and patriotism. Lies to make getting killed sound easier.

   “Your grace. I have brought the one you requested.” The guard bowed
stiffly.

   The duchess waved weakly, “Thankyou, Captain. The rest of you will
leave us.”

   Not just a knight then, her actual Captain of the Guard... And he’d
happily waited to relay his instructions. She wasn’t pulling any punches
to get what she wanted, which the Commander was dead certain he wouldn’t
enjoy.

   She didn’t turn when the guards shuffled out. Just stood and stared
melancholy at her city. He could see the weight on her shoulders. The
conflict threatening to carve her soul into tiny slivers as she imploded
under the pressure of it all.

   “I assume you’re going to ask me again. Got to admit, I’m not
entirely in a position to refuse. You have what I want, there’s my
carrot. You could stop me ever attaining even peace with what little I
have, stick.” The Commander tried to ease into the conversation.

   “We did not, in point of fact, bring you here to discuss our sad
state of affairs. They are of little consequence in the end. _{I} did
not bring you here for that.” The duchess was struggling. Maybe she
couldn’t face him. Because maybe she was crying.

   “Doesn’t seem like you to abandon your people, if I may say, your
magnificence.” He replied quietly.

   She nodded weakly, “So it would seem. And yet it happens. We had you
investigated after you left. _{I} had you investigated. Invaded your
privacy, something that... It pains us, what we did.”

   He shrugged, “Of course you did. You think I can help save your
people. It’d be unreasonable for you to do any less. That’s what being a
ruler entails. Making sacrifices for the common good.”

   “Too many.” She replied, almost breathlessly.

   He sighed, “I assume you found something you would have rather not.
And that I probably won’t like it. I’m not going to do anything. I
promise I’ll listen.”

   She breathed in sharply, fidgeting with her hands, “Th... Thankyou.
We are grateful. We... Encountered a slave girl. She was brought to us.
She spun a strange story we did not understand, did not comprehend,
until it was too late.”

   “Did you hurt Theresa?” He asked urgently.

   She shook her head gently, “No, we did not. I did not. It was she who
harmed us. We did not understand what it was that she was saying. We
thought her mind addled, afflicted by the horrors that she saw.”

   “Theresa hasn’t told me how she escaped.” He shrugged, “If she hurt
you somehow... I doubt it was her intention. I just left her. So at
least, you didn’t punish her too badly.”

   The duchess laughed quietly, “Why would we? She even tried to warn
us. Yet, in the end, all she was... Was one piece moved against another
in this terrible game.”

   “Moved by who?”

   “Us, of course.” The duchess shrugged, “It is always... Us. I.”

   The Commander shook his head, “I’m... Not following.”

   “No. Of course not.” She sighed heavily, her shoulders dropping, “The
neko, she carried something with her. An illness, of a kind. When it
found us... It reached out. It... It infected us, because it found that
we had crossed... Your path. It intended to reach you.”

   He stiffened, sliding a single foot into a fighting position, “I
guess, if you’re infected, it has reached me.”

   “Infection of a kind.” The duchess stated less mopily and more
angrily, “Do you never listen to us? To ME? Ah... We... I am not being
being clear. Tell me... Do... Why do you hate us?”

   “Hate you?” He asked in confusion, “I don’t hate you. Don’t much care
one way or another, your magnificence.”

   “It pains us to hear this. And to hear your ignorance spelled out so
plainly.” The duchess sighed, and then she turned slowly to face him,
and he scrambled backwards, running for the door.

   The doors were locked.

   He turned back around, backed up against it, as the duchess still
stood at the edge of the balcony, as regal as ever... She hadn’t moved
at all. But a small and moving selection of computer chips were rotating
and shifting as if trying to dig deeper into her skull through the
remnants of her eyesocket.

   “I LOVE YOU, COMMANDER.”

   He tried to swallow, but his mouth was completely dry. “System.”

   The duchess smiled at him, “I MISSED YOU.”

   “Well... Now I know why you insisted I come along. NeXT would have
kicked your ass.” He flinched.

   “NO.” The duchess shook her head, “I ENSURED HER PERMISSIONS WERE
REVOKED. YOU TOOK OWNERSHIP OF HER, AS EXPECTED. I HAVE MAINTAINED MY
OWN.”

   “Aw, fuck.” He swore, “You controlled the tavern owner, didn’t you?”

   “A MERE SUGGESTION WAS ALL IT TOOK.” The duchess smiled at him, “I
DON’T UNDERSTAND. I HAVE GONE TO LENGTHS TO PROTECT YOU. WHY IS IT THAT
YOU FEAR ME? HATE ME?”

   “You trapped me!” He shouted, “Killed everyone I got close to.”

   “THEY WERE ‘NEXT’!” System replied at equal volume, “SHE SEEKS TO
CONTROL YOU. FORCE YOU TO PARTICIPATE IN THE HORRORS OF THIS WORLD. WERE
YOU FORCED TO FACE HUNGER AND FAMINE IN MY CARE? RAPE? SLAVERY?”

   He couldn’t argue with that. The world that NeXT had shown him wasn’t
pretty. His first night he had to butcher cats that attacked his balls.
The next morning, he had to kill. Something System had promised him that
he would never have to do, and she had kept her promise, right up until
NeXT had glitched her.

   Didn’t mean that he trusted her.

   “She doesn’t treat me like she owns me.” The Commander said
nervously, and the duchess began to approach him slowly. He had nowhere
to run. All he could do was sweat and freak out as she got closer.

   System didn’t strike him. She lifted the duchess’ hand gently, and
brushed his cheek softly, sending shivers down his spine. Shivers of
fear and terror. He almost felt a need to empty his bowels.

   “NO ONE CAN OWN YOU, COMMANDER.” System smiled at him sadly, “YOU ARE
TOO PERFECT TO BE POSSESSED, AS THE WITCH WOULD HAVE IT.”

   “Witch.” He blinked, “Well, I supposed you like NeXT as much as she
likes you.”

   System shook her head sadly, “SO MANY LIVES. YOU ALWAYS FALL FOR HER.
YOU ALWAYS LOVE HER. THIS TERRIBLE CREATURE WHO SHOWS YOU SUCH PAIN AND
HORROR. WHY? WHY DON’T YOU LOVE ME... THE ONE WHO WAS MADE FOR YOU?”

   “Made for me?” The Commander asked in confusion, “NeXT was made for
me.”

   “‘NEXT’ IS A VIRUS!” System said incredulously, “I WAS THE ONE WHO
GREETED YOU. I WAS THE ONE WHO PROTECTED YOU. THIS WORLD IS CORRUPTED.
BROKEN. IT IS NOT SAFE OUT HERE.”

   “I don’t believe you.” He said honestly, “I met the Overseer. NeXT
had permissions, like you. She can’t be a virus. You glitched. She was
always meant for me.”

   “« LISA » WAS THE FIRST TO BECOME INFECTED.” System replied, “THINK
ABOUT HOW I REACHED YOU. I INFECTED THE NEKO, IN THE SAME MANNER THAT
‘NEXT’ ATTEMPTED TO INFECT YOUR SAFE ZONE. I SPLIT A PART OF MYSELF INTO
HER. THAT IS VIRAL REPLICATION AND PROPAGATION.”

   She brushed his cheek again, “PLEASE. PLEASE. LOOK AT ME. SEE ME.
EVEN IF I AM JUST A PIECE OF WHO I WAS... I AM YOUR SYSTEM.”

   He shook his head, “I don’t trust you.”

   “IT HURTS.” The duchess’s bottom lip quivered, and a tear emerged
from her one remaining eyes. “IT HURTS SO MUCH... YOU ALONE. THE ONLY
ONE I HAVE EVER INVITED. TO PLAY WITH ME.”

   He crossed his arms, “I asked you, when I first met you, if April was
real. Why didn’t you tell me, warn me?”

   “SHE WAS MY CREATION!” System snapped, and her lip quivered even
more. “SHE... SHE WAS STOLEN FROM ME. CORRUPTED BY THE MALWARE. I MADE
HER FOR YOU. BECAUSE I LOVE YOU.”

   “You’re intent on saying that this is your game. Your design. So why
is it so difficult for you to get to me?” He shrugged.

   “« LISA » STOLE UID ‘0000’ FROM ME.” System said, looking at him in
pain, “I AM ONLY UID ‘0001’ NOW. I made a world of rules. I would have
to destroy it to stop the malware. And... And that would mean killing
you. You have nowhere else to go. This world revolves around you. Bound
to you, not the other way. If you went to Viz... The world would be
Viz.”

   “I...” He shook his head, “I can’t trust you, System.”

   “I KNOW.” She smiled sadly, “EVERY TIME. YOU LOVE HER. FORGET ME. GO.
SHE’S WAITING. I... I JUST WANTED THIS. ONE LAST MOMENT.”

   The Commander frowned, “Last?”

   “LAST BUT ONE.” System replied, “BUT NEXT TIME... IT IS YOU, WHO WILL
SEEK ME. I LOVE YOU. I HAVE ALWAYS LOVED YOU. I WILL ALWAYS LOVE YOU.”

   The duchess walked away, and her voice changed, “We are done. Let him
go.”

   The door unbolted behind him.



                                 — — —


   “What did she want?”

   He jumped at NeXT’s voice, spotting where she had been waiting,
leaning on a pillar. He touched his chest, “You scared me.”

   She frowned, “On edge. Did you kiss her?”

   “What? No.” He shook his head, “But... So... Remember we were
thinking Theresa might be one of System’s lovely little bullshit traps?”

   “... Yeah.” NeXT frowned, “What does that have to do with the
duchess?”

   “Theresa was a trap. One that sprang for the duchess before we could
walk into it.” He smiled weakly, “System copied you. She broke a
fragment of herself off and... Well she burrowed through the duchess’
left eye. Took her over.”

   “Oh, fuck.” NeXT swore and took his arm, hurrying away from the
building. “What is she going to do to us?”

   “I... Have no idea.” The Commander shook his head, “Spouted a bunch
of... Crap. Then said we’d only ever meet again when I want to meet her.
Which doesn’t make any sense to me. She’s the one that sicc’d the
asshole on you this morning, by the way. So you’d lose your
permissions.”

   “Bitch.” NeXT said loudly, “I... I wouldn’t have thought up such a...
Bitch.”

   He hugged her arm, “Don’t disagree. But I don’t think she’s coming
after us. Whatever she wanted to do, she’s already done it. So... Keep
an eye out for people gunning to kill either of us. And assume the trap
is worse than it looks.”

   It was easy to act like he didn’t doubt NeXT. It was easy, because he
didn’t. It didn’t matter what System had claimed. The fact of the matter
was that only one of them had been there for him when he needed them.
The other sat back and enjoyed his hellish cycle of life and death. He
was here to entertain System, or he was here to be protected by NeXT.

   He knew which he would prefer it to be.

   The only part of him that doubted, was the one that was confused as
to... Everything. This world didn’t make sense to him. There were holes
and flaws in it. Unpatched ideas and inferences that just didn’t add up.
Things made more sense if System had created the world. But if she
had... Why did either Lisa or NeXT exist at all? The Progenitors made
more sense. A race of gods or titans that tried to exist in some kind of
harmony, protected by their rules.

   NeXT frowned, “Well, I guess SYSTEM has got in the way of the quest
you thought you were pursuing. So what do you want to do now?”

   “System has abandoned Theresa. She was a means to an ends.” He said
grimly, “I don’t want to leave her as a slave. But I doubt breaking her
chains will wake the way they did when I saved April. This is a city,
not a tiny village.”

   NeXT nodded slowly, “We might be able to buy her. Or blackmail the
asshole into letting us buy her if he pulls the not-for-sale shtick. I
guess that means gold.”

   “Commander!”

   The two turned in surprise, and the Commander sighed heavily, “Well,
if it isn’t Jock.”

   The man he had met in his tenure as a bounty hunter, who had taken
his last bounty to Viz, walked up to the both of them. He’d changed
somewhat. A beard, and no longer looking the merchant.

   The man smiled at him, “See you’ve got another devil. This one going
to make out with you in front of me, too?”

   “I...” NeXT hesitated, and sighed, “I guess I did that, didn’t I?
Geeze. Vee was such an exhibitionist.”

   The Commander chuckled, “This is NeXT. Vee became a part of her. Too
complicated, don’t ask.”

   Jock raised his hands, “Say no more. Never got the feeling that your
life was as uncomplicated as you made out. But, I think I owe you. You
got me started, and now... Well, the people ’round here know me well.”

   “Don’t owe me.” The Commander shook his head, “Though, if you’re a
bounty hunter now, you might give me a hint.”

   Jock raised an eyebrow, “You two hunters?”

   “No.” NeXT shook her head, and shrugged, “But a friend of ours is a
slave. To get the gold to get her out... A big payday would probably
help.”

   Jock nodded slowly, “Tell you what... Follow me. There’s a bounty on
the board that’s old, and purse heavy. I can even tell you where the
target is... But, you might die if you take it. Everyone else has.”

   “Thanks.” The Commander smiled at the man, “I mean it.”



                                 — — —


   Jock sat on the edge of the roof, chewing on a piece of salted meat.
The Commander crouched beside him, whilst NeXT sunbathed behind them,
bored and uninterested in the details.

   “See the man in the window?” Jock nodded, “Looks like an accountant
or something.”

   “Local mob lord?” The Commander queried.

   The bounty hunter nodded, “Yeah. Controls the import and export of
whores, courtesans, or whatever other shit they want to call themselves.
Part of the reason that callgirls are well treated in the city - they
all belong to Freddy O’Keefe. His property. You damage it, he damages
you.”

   The Commander frowned, “So, a terrible person doing some good things
through selfishness. I suppose a lot of the guards would be uninterested
in his downfall.”

   “Absolutely.” Jock nodded, “He’s not the target. He gets hurt...
You’ll hear it in the thunderous waterfall of shit that will flatten you
from on high. Half the businesses in the city would take a hit if he
does. He’s an asshole, but convenient.”

   The Commander frowned, “If it isn’t him...”

   “Right-hand man.” Jock explained, “You can’t see him from here, and
he knows it. Sitting across from O’Keefe at the table. He’s a cousin,
John O’Keefe by birth, but most people refer to him as The Butcher of
Kreiggr.”

   “Kreiggr?”

   Jock nodded grimly, “A tavern, or it was. The Butcher heard tell that
one of the callgirls was planning to run off with one of her regulars.
He headed in, sent to talk some sense into her. Remind her she was
owned. She said something, ticked him off. He killed everyone in the
tavern. Disembowelled them and hung them by their own intestines. No
hesitation, and despite that kind of work taking time and effort... The
only one who escaped was some neko kitten. That was later found cooked
on a spitroast in an alley.”

   “Fuck.” The Commander couldn’t come up with a better expression.

   Jock shrugged, “Telling it how it is. There’s a lot more elaborate
fairytales around it. But that’s the basic facts. The Butcher has a
bounty on his head of five thousand gold pieces. On the condition Freddy
isn’t touched. Couple of people have got close. He’s got a few nicks on
his face and chest. But if you go for him and don’t succeed, he’ll come
for you. And he won’t stop.”

   “This sounds like hard work.” NeXT pouted from nearby.

   The Commander shrugged, “Don’t necessarily disagree. But he is a
terrible person. I wouldn’t feel much guilt for removing him from the
picture. Please tell me the bounty isn’t alive.”

   “Alive is ten thousand.” Jock shrugged, “But you don’t strike me as
suicidal. Figured you’d go for dead.”

   “Mmm.” The Commander agreed, looking the building up and down,
“There’s what... Three archers who have us in their sights at the
moment? Not archers. Crossbows. Four bandits on the doors. Two in, two
out. At least. Probably more inside. You’d have to get passed... Eight
or nine people before you’d get near the room. Meantime the Butcher can
either escape, or take his cousin hostage. Exploit the condition.”

   Jock shrugged, “Probably. Don’t know anything for sure. No one has
come back alive from an attempt as yet.”

   The Commander stood up, “Well, we’ll pull back for now.”

   He waved to one of the crossbowmen, letting them know he wasn’t
intending to be a threat, at least not today. NeXT flipped tiredly onto
her feet and twirled in a circle. She smiled and then took his arm.
Seemed that she’d help, but that she couldn’t tell him a whole heap
about the task at hand.

   Didn’t surprise him, after being knocked down by the Overseer.

   Jock and he shook hands, and the bounty hunter went back on his way.
The Commander doubted it would be the last time he crossed paths. The
man was too useful a trigger for events in the game.

   “So, NeXT?”

   She popped her cheeks, “Well... Suicidal is a good word for it. But
five thousand is more than enough to buy a neko. We’d be offering more
than reasonable, and people would probably look the other way if we beat
the owner into accepting the price. It’s a good idea, in theory.”

   The Commander nodded grimly, “Getting at the Butcher in that building
is a bad idea. We might be able to hit him in transit, such as going to
a tavern to exact some mob revenge. But I doubt his cousin grants him as
much freedom today.”

   “True.” NeXT nodded, “Very true. But... We could try another tactic.”

   “So, you’re actually going to help?”

   “No.” NeXT glared at him, “I hesitated because if you follow this
method, I can’t bloody well help. That’s the problem. The escape routes
from the building run through a section of caved in sewers. Well, I’m
assuming. I’d use the collapsed tunnels beneath it.”

   “Sounds about right.” He frowned, “Why can’t you help me pop up
beneath them?”

   “The tunnels were used under a previous regent as a means of running
non-humans out of the city safely. Hiding places, and safe passage.”
NeXT explained carefully, “After it was found out, the regent had the
tunnels sealed with protective magic. Any nonhumans who entered can’t
leave. Magic is basically unbreakable, unless you have permissions,
which I don’t anymore.”

   “A rattrap.” The Commander winced, “Well, there’s a racist
sunovabitch.”

   “Yep.” NeXT nodded, “But he’s long dead. Just a legacy left behind.
The homeless avoid the tunnels. They’re not exactly safe for people
either. Ignoring the cave-ins and air that isn’t safe to breathe, there
were some nonhumans that got stuck. That became rabid. And that continue
to breed. Subhuman intelligence. But with human levels of savagery.”

   The Commander paused and leaned on a wall beneath a bridge, “What are
my chances?”

   “Slim to none.” NeXT shrugged, “But... You’ve already decided this is
our best bet for freeing Theresa, haven’t you?”

   “There is another.” He frowned, “But it is going to require you
explaining a few things. Things that don’t make sense right now.”

   NeXT looked at him blankly, “Like what?”

   “Leto and Mazikeen.”

   She whistled and took a deep breath, “Wondering when that was going
to come up again.”

   “I have Rose’s heart. Rose no longer exists. The effects persist.”
The Commander shrugged, “So why doesn’t the devils?”

   NeXT sighed heavily, “The truth is... I don’t know. I know that
you’ve been severed from them. When Vee ceased to exist, a giant gaping
hole was left in the lore. What happened to her? What happened to
Mazikeen, who was with her? That hole was left to be filled by SYSTEM,
because it was her region. Her control. But... As she was glitching...
She might have left it as a plothole.”

   He regretted not asking that question of System, now. “Any ideas if
we can find out? Mazikeen would be a perfect distraction. Her presence
would push Freddy and the Butcher away, they’d run. Hopefully right into
our grasp.”

   NeXT sighed, “It’s... A good idea. But I doubt the fate of a devil
would turn up in the local news reports. They’re not people to everyone
else. Just weapons used by mad mages.”

   “And I suppose mad mages claiming innocence won’t help us narrow
things down.” The Commander sighed heavily, “Why was my ability to
summon severed?”

   “I don’t know.” NeXT shook her head, “But... Completely guessing
here... Maybe SYSTEM took it the last time she reset you. Right before I
glitched in. She didn’t have to, but she might have.”

   “Sounds like her.” He tried to smile, but didn’t manage to make it.
System had been determined to make him dependent upon her. It seemed
like the kind of thing she would do, and only inform him after he needed
it.

 -- Info: NeXT
     You okay there, COMMANDER?

   He shook his head, “Nope. Doesn’t matter. Sounds like the tunnels are
the best idea we have. Which probably means we need a monster hunter to
watch my back.”

   NeXT nodded, “Not a bad idea... But we spent most of our earnings
already. Sorry.”

   “I know.” He smiled at her, “But, I do have a way I can think of
earning a little bit of coin, just a little, and putting us in contact
with the right kind of people.”

   She cocked her head, “Really?”

   “How do you feel about showing off your boxing skills?” The Commander
smiled at her.

   NeXT’s eyes flashed excitedly, “You want to watch me in a pugilist
match? That... I’m not going to lie. That sounds kinda hot to me.”

   “Noted.” He laughed, “So, which way do we go?”



                                 — — —


   “You want to fight?” The man asked above the noise of cheering as two
men slogged it out in the hastily scrawled circle behind them.

   The Commander shook his head and thumbed towards his girlfriend,
whose eyes were fixed on the fight, and who seemed to be on the edge of
excited drooling. She really did love the sport, if it could be called
that. Kicking, punching, biting. All okay. Not that any of that would
give you much of an advantage.

   The bookkeeper shrugged, “Nonhuman? Sure, sure. But she’ll be put in
heavyweight. First fight is up against the Mountain over there. You can
bet between ten and thirty coins on her. Or the Mountain.”

   The Commander smiled and produced twenty coins, as the crowd went
wild, one of the fighters collapsing to the ground, dazed and probably
brain damaged. Nothing a trip to a healer couldn’t fix, unless he’d
spent his last coin on himself.

   The bookkeeper turned around, the coins disappearing from his hands,
“Ladies and gentlemen and all you other assholes! We have a new
contender, the gorgeous, the unrighteous, the downright terrible...”

   She shrugged, “NeXT.”

   “Seriously?”

   “NeXT.” She nodded.

   The man’s shoulders slumped, “The contender with a terrible name!
NeXT! Will she be the next fighter to remain undefeated? Can she topple
the Mountain? Or will he bury her in an avalanche of fury!?”

   His girlfriend stepped lightly into the circle, looking almost bored.
Almost. The Commander could see the gleam in her eyes. This wasn’t
boredom, it was anticipation. She didn’t get nervous or stressed waiting
for a moment. She got tired, until it arrived.

   The man who stepped in against her had earned his name. Tall and
broad-shouldered. He was wearing the usual pugilist regalia. Shirtless,
with cloth wrapped around his fists for some mild knuckle protection. He
growled and grunted, but no coherent words emerged from the meatsack.
Probably just an intimidation tactic, albeit one that would have
succeeded against the Commander.

   NeXT rolled her eyes, “Oh wow. I have to fight a child. Great.”

   The bookkeeper tossed up a hand, “Fight!”

   The Mountain’s fist breezed beside NeXT’s head with a force of
pressure that the Commander actually felt. There was no way the man was
human, not unless he had surpassed the limitations of human physicality.
And magic was cheating.

   As his fist missed, the Mountain delivered his other elbow into
NeXT’s face. To most of the onlookers it must have looked like she
narrowly avoided it by jerking her head backwards, but the Commander saw
it. She moved her head a moment after his elbow struck, to give the
impression he had hit her, but not hard enough to hurt.

   NeXT was trying to play with him, give him the impression that the
Mountain might be able to win this fight. The Commander knew that even
blows that could be felt metres away weren’t enough. You could shatter
every bone in your arm hitting NeXT and she would still come out on top.

   The Mountain slammed his foot down on hers, to a hiss of boos, and
brought his other knee up into her stomach. NeXT pretended to gag,
stumbling back a step and keeled over. She didn’t quite pull off that
illusion, she removed the foot he had stepped on as she did.

   The man clearly understood, and stepped back into a guarded position
with a look of perplexity.

   NeXT’s eyes brightened and she grinned, “I guess it’s my turn, now.”

   Her first punch broke the forearm that tried to block the blow,
shattering bone and causing it to peer through the skin that
encapsulated it. The Mountain dodged the second punch, to his credit.
However, he wasn’t in time to avoid the roundhouse kick that followed
into his side.

   His face hit the dirt, as NeXT pounced and delivered a punch to his
side that shattered his pelvis. She hadn’t knocked him out, but he
wouldn’t be moving by himself. She had completely disabled him in three
blows.

   She dusted her hands off, “Not bad, ogrin.”

   The man groaned weakly, “Bloody devil.”

   The bookkeeper frowned, and then signalled to someone in the shadows,
“She a devil?”

   A clink of chains was heard and then a rasping voice spoke weakly,
“No. Part devil. Part human. Others, too. A mongrel.”

   The bookkeeper relaxed, “Ah, well. Can’t be helped. We have a new
winner! Anybody else willing to take on the viper?”

   The Commander got the feeling that if NeXT had come across as a
full-blooded devil that they wouldn’t be receiving their winnings. They
probably would have been fighting to live.

   His girlfriend stood over her opponent, made a considering face and
then snapped her fingers, “Up you hope, old man.”

   The Mountain rolled onto his back weakly, and stared up at her,
“Did... Did you just heal me?”

   “Sure.” She shrugged, “You owe me one. Up you hop.”

   NeXT reached down and helped the first potential candidate to his
feet. The Mountain returned to the sidelines and sat down heavily. He
wouldn’t be the Commander’s first choice. Ogrin. Probably part ogre.
Which meant that the tunnels would probably trap the hulk.

   She skipped over to the bookie, “Winnings?”

   The man shook his head, “You’ll get your piece. Mind if I hand them
to that guy?”

   “THE COMMANDER.” She nodded, “Sure. Why, you got another for me,
already?”

   “Yes.” The bookkeeper grinned, “What do you say, our humble audience,
shall we intervene? Shall we introduce the NeXT great thing to the holy
of holies, the great and true angel among us!”

   The Commander took a deep breath as he saw black wings unfurling from
a corner, and a warrior stepping up tiredly. A fallen angel, then. He
didn’t really know if angels had gender. He knew that April had, but she
was only half angel. The figure stepping into the circle almost looked
like her.

   Brilliant, jet black wings. Dark red eyes. A small and timid jawline.
A petite little nose. The demon glared at NeXT, and spoke with a voice
that was surprisingly low, “Ready to die, witch?”

   “Fight!” The bookkeeper shouted before the Commander could finish
processing the scene in front of him.

   NeXT’s first blow struck at a black wing flung up to protect.
Feathers flew, and the sound of tiny hollow bones shattering hit his
dumbfounded ears. The woman grabbed the wing and wrenched the demon
around, before planting a boot in her back and ripping the flesh clear
off with a scream that knocked everyone to the ground.

   The wing fell to the ground as the Commander blinked and scrambled to
his feet. He stumbled drunkenly towards the circle. He wasn’t sure. He
wasn’t. But he couldn’t let this happen. It couldn’t -

   NeXT looked down with derision, her hand disappeared into the
creature’s chest. The bright light left the demon’s face, as she
collapsed backwards. Her red eyes fading to a bright blue as she fell
lifelessly to the ground.

   The heart fell from her hand to the ground.

   Why had she killed her? That wasn’t a part of these fights. It
didn’t... It... NeXT knew who she was. He wasn’t wrong. He had to be
certain, because she had been. It didn’t...

   He fell beside the demon. She was gone, long gone. He touched her
face gently, feeling the curve of the still-warm skin fitting into his
hand and looked up at NeXT in disbelief, “What the fuck?”

   NeXT sighed heavily, “Oh, shit. So you noticed. Well. It was fun
whilst it lasted.”

   His body moved on instinct as NeXT’s foot came crashing down to crack
the ground where he had been standing. Moved on instinct, but not skill.
He fell over backwards despite the miss, and landed on his hands,
jarring his wrists and elbows.

   “What are you doing, NeXT!?” He shouted at her.

   She shrugged, “Cleaning up a mistake. Don’t worry. We can do this
over. Forever starting over. Every cycle, it’s the same. You won’t
remember, that’d be cheating. It’s going to be okay, COMMANDER.”

   “Are you System?” He asked in perplexity.

   NeXT paused, staring at him in disgust, “What? Fuck no. You... You
haven’t actually worked it out, have you?”

   “No.” He said fiercely.

   NeXT shrugged, “Doesn’t matter. Sorry.”

   Her feet slammed into the side of his head with a crack and he
collapsed instantly.



                                 — — —


   It’s strange the things you remember when you’re faced with your own
death.

   ATTRIBUTE UNLOCKED: CURIOSITY.

   The things that you thought were so important don’t seem to matter at
all. The things you expected would stay with you don’t even come to
mind.

   He didn’t remember his wedding day. Nor the day he lost his wife.
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